
THEOLOGICAL PROGRESS AND EVANGELICAL COMMITMENT 
DR. VERN'oN C. GROUNDS 

Does theology still have a frontier or has its frontier long since been closed? Is 
our situation theologically like that of the United States in 1800 with vast areas 
unexplored and unannexed? Or is our situation more akin to that of the United States 
in the second half of the 20th century with the whole continent from ocean to ocean 
and from Mexico to Canada mapped out in detail and thoroughly cultivated except 
for isolated patches of desert and wilderness? At this hour in Christian history is 
the theologian merely a prosaic cultivator of old farms and orchards or is he a pio. 
neer blazing new trails into regions of truth as yet unpossessed? This, I gather, is 
the problem which I am to discuss with you from the evangelical perspective. 

Now from our perspective, committed as we are to a thoroughgoing Biblicism, 
this problem has certain facets and complications which liberal theologians largely 
ignore. As disciples of empiricism in one of its several forms, they believe that truth 
is perpetually in process of being made. And since they therefore sit very loosely to 
Scripture, they view themselves at pioneers forever moving Westward. Their fron· 
tier is 'I-ide open; with Schelling they agree that the pursuit rather than the posses· 
sion of truth is man's highest privilege. 

But as an evangelical I must assert at the outset of this address that the theo· 
logical frontier is not wide open. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit the territory 
of special revelation has been painstakingly explored and charted by 20 centuries of 
dedicated scholarship. As a result, the need for a pioneering spirit among Biblicists 
seems anachronistic; what we need apparently is the patient spirit of the farmer or 
perhaps the fighting spirit of the patriot who seeks to protect his country from in· 
vasion by religious Bolsheviks. 

Take up, for example, that masterful study which lames Orr published exactly 
60 years ago, The Progress of Dogma. In it, as he traces the evolution of theology 
across the ages, he makes this statement: 

We have to recognize the fact that our fathers have labored, and we have en· 
tered into their labors; that history has been in travail with these subjects for 
the past nineteen centuries, and has brought forth more than wind; that we 
are not dealing with human speculations, but with a divine revelation, the re­
cords of which have been in men's hands from the beginning, and on which 
men's minds have been directed with the intense desire and prayer for light; 
that Christ promised His Spirit to His disciples to guide them into truth, and 
not first to scholars of the nineteenth century; and that the presumption-prac­
tically the certainty-is, that the great decisive landmarks in theology are al­
ready fixed, and that we are not called upon, nor will be able, to remove them. 
It is, of course, always open, even in science, to a man to frame a theory which 
goes on the assumption that all the developments of the past have been wrong­
that, e. g., the earth is not a sphere, and that the Copernican theory of the heav­
ens is a mistake-but we generally regard him as not wise! Within limits, it 
should not be otherwise in theology. The men behind us have laid the founda­
tions, and we must be content, I take it, to build on the foundations they have 
laid. This leaves us still vast work to do, but it is not their work. We shall not 
make less progress by realising that there is firm footing for us in the past to 
start from. We may take encouragement from those who have gone before us 
that our labor need not be in vain. l 

Temporarily I shall ignore Orr's remark that 'vast work remains to be done. I shall 
emphasize solely his insistence that "the great decisive landmarks in theology are ai-
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ready fixed" and that consequently we must now carry on our own intellectual lab 
within this settled framework. As he says elsewhere in that same book: or 

The thing which confronts us when we look into the matter is, that in all the 
great Protestant Churches there is a system of doctrine in possession-a system 
professedly based on Scripture, and embodied, in its essentials, in the acknow_ 
lodged Reformation Creeds. I do not, of course, argue that, because a doctrine 
is found in any or all of these creeds, it is necessarily true; but what I do say is 
that when we are in search of a criterion to determine what does, and what do~ 
not, belong to the genuine doctrinal content of Christianity, this practically con­
sentient body of doctrine in the great Church Creeds is not a fact to be ignored­
is, indeed, a weightly fact to start from-one which gives that body of doctrine a 
strong prima facie claim on our consideration.2 

Yet much as he values the body of dogma which has evolved in the ongoino- of 
the Christian Church, Orr does not hold that it precludes further development. Qbuite 
th~ contrary! Recall his remark that we ~till have a vast work to do. Yet in doing 
thIS work we must not undo the work whIch has already been done. "The history of 
dogma," he cautions us, "criticizes dogma; corrects mistakes, eliminates temporary 
elements, supplements defects, incorporates the gains of the past, at the same time 
that it opens up wider horizons for the future. But its clock never goes back."3 

Then in order to guard himself against misinterpretation Orr flatly avows, "I am 
no opponent of real progress in theology_"4 Notice, though, the qualification he puts 
upon progress. Much alleged progress, he contends, is not a development but a re­
gressive malformation, a parasitic growth upon the organism of truth. Rolding fast 
to our territorial metaphor, let me say that Orr in 1901 did not consider the theo­
logical frontier closed. Re saw wide horizons stretching out before the evangelical. 

In order to come to grips with our problem, I turn now to a text published in 
1955, slightly more than fifty years after The Progress of Dogma. I am using this 
text because its author does not stand within our tradition. Precisely where he does 
stand may be difficult to determine since doctrinal taxonomy is confessedly trouble­
some. But I suspect that Waiter Marshall Rorton is comfortably at home in the tenets 
of neo-orthodoxy. Be that as it may, his Christian Theology: An Ecumenical Approach 
will prove most helpful to us as we examine the evangelical frontier today. It will 
show in what areas a neo-orthodox scholar thinks Christian truth has not yet been 
formulated with any fixity. It will furnish an excellent foil by which we as Biblicists 
can evaluate our own position. And, besides this, Rorton may unintentionally dis­
close that many of our contemporaries are actually setting back the clock, rejuvenat­
ing old error in the name of new truth. 

In our day, then, according to Rorton, a tremendous ferment is taking place in 
Protestantism. So he says, "Any book written before the First World War broke out, 
before the name of Karl Barth was heard of must fall to orient theological students 
to the prevailing thought currents and burning issues of the second half of the 20th 
century."s Yet from this ferment, strangely enough, a consensus is emerging. Secta­
rian viewpoints and parochial ideas are giving way to a catholicity of conviction; 
dogma, insofar as it has crystallized, is encouragingly ecumenical. Oh, to be sure, 
there are some basic conflicts, Rorton admits, "differences of such magnitude and 
such fundamental importance that they divide contemporary Christians into major 
types of faith and order, distinguished by characteristic concepts of essential Chris­
tianity." These major types he classifies as Catholic, Conservative Protestant, Liberal 
Protestant, Radical Protestant, N eo-Orthodox and Anglican; and these six major 
types, he tells us, further "diverge from one another or two basic issues, the catholic­
protestant issue and the conservative-liberal issue."6 But leaving such issues aside, 

70 

there is an emeraino- consensus' indeed, Horton ventures to affirm that "a large part 
of the theologic~l i~sues historically dividing Protes~ants in~o. ~utherans, Calvinists, 

d Arminians and even a considerable part of the Issues dIVldmg Protestants from 
ratholics, have' now become dead issues."i To demonstrate this thesis, he establishes 
seven rubrics and considers them ad seriatim: (I) the knowl~dge of Go~, (2) nature 

f God (3) God and the worlel. (4) God and man, (5) ChrIst the SavIOur, (6) the 
Church and means of grace, (7) the Christian hope.8 Now to I:revent my. use of 
HOl"ton's book from degenerating into a pedantic revie~v, I shall SImply spothght th~ 
living issues. as he calls them, which render the ~cumel1lcal consensus less th~n ~nal1l­
mous. I do this, very obviously, because these Issues show where the frontIer IS not 
yet closed-from a neo-orthodox perspective at any rate. 

First with respect to the knowledge of God, Horton admits that it is "the ~ost 
delicately' critical issue on which the s~hools divide,"9 I?articularly when one conSIders 
not only how far removed conservatIves are from ~Iberals, but also how heatedly 
supernaturalistic Protestant~ criticiz~ their ~ore radIcal brethrer:. In fact, two POSI­
tions "stand out as clearly IrreconCIlable WIth each other and wI~h the gene:al con­
sensus of Christian tho~ght: the r~di?al empiricism of t~l,e AmerIcan l:umamsts a~d 
naturalists and the radIcal revelatlOmsm of Karl Barth. 10 Add to thIS the co~fhct 
between Roman and non-Roman theologies, as Rorton la~els them, and you. begm to 
understand why he says "there is a great deal of serIOUS and honest dIvergence 
among Christians concerning the knowledge of G?d.".ll ~vidently, therefore, the 
consensus in this area is not yet complete; the frontIer IS stIll open. 

Second, concerning the nature of God, Horton avers that there is "little funda­
mental disa oreement"I2 amon 0- theologians. Well, perhaps more than a little disa­
greement m~st be conceded. ~fte~ all, a :,i~orous.debate is being ca:ried on r~garding 
the place of Greek metaphysI~s. m ,~hnstIal; . faIth, and ~ theologIan. as ,,~~ment as 
Gustaf Aulen protests that rehglOn has notmng to do WIth meta:physlcs, and that 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ cannot be equated WIth the Actus Plll"US 

of Aristotle. Furthermore, the personality of God is strenuously controverted by front­
rank thinkers like Paul Tillich and Henry Nelson Wieman who refuse to apply per­
sonal categories to deity. Permit me here to a~lu?e ,~astily to a recent. article by A. 
Campbell Garnett, "Is Modern Theology AtheIstIc? He ~'e~orts that. m May, .1960 
the Western Division of the American Philosophy ASSOCIatIOn meetmg at ChIcago 
debated the question "Is Tillich An Atheist?:' ~nd in ?arne~:'s ow~ :Yord.s, employ­
ing as a criterion the God of the Hebrew-ChrIstIan tr~dltlOn, The dlstmg~lshed s~m­
posiasts, Paul Holmes, Charles Hartshorne, and Marvm Fox, all.well known as ~h~lo­
sophical defenders of the f~ith, w~re none of them ready to a~fI~m tha~,::hat Tdhch 
has to say of God meets thIS test m a way they could fmd satIsfactory. If so cru· 
cial an issue as the very nature of God has not yet been resolved by Protestant theolo­
gians, the frontier, I assume, must still be open fairly wide! 

Third revertino- to Horton, I consider next his discussion of cosmology or the 
relationshi~ betwee~ God and the world .. Ecumen~cal C~ristianity, h~ assures us, 
has adjusted itself successfully to the revolutIOnary dlscovenes and theOrIes of modern 
science. Then he writes: 

Creation, providence and prayer are doctrines where there is. a common core 
of agreement among the C~ristian churches. !t cannot be saId, however, ~hat 
there is aareement concernmg the proper adjustment between these doctrmes 
and the co~temporary state of scientific knowledge and human history. The vio­
lent controversies aroused by the DarwiniaI). theory in the latter part of the 19th 
century have somewhat subsided, but many of th: issues then raised h~ve con­
tinued to divide theologians in our century, whIle the focus of attentIOn has 
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shifted from natural history to human history, and from biology to physics 
and psychology.15 

. Hence miracle continues to be a continental-divide amono- theoloo-ians with f 
~nsta~ce, Karl Heim and C. S. Lewis, on the one hand, arguing for ~ superna;ur~~ 
I~v~slOn of the natural order, and Douglas Ch-de Macintosh on the other hand . 

t th 'f . f h J , , In-
~,IS mg at I suspensIOns 0 t e natural order did occur the whole cosmic system 

would be upset and the development of intelligence and moral character mad -
-bl -, 1'1 d e Im-pOSSI e,' w 11 e prayer un er such conditions would degenerate into magic.l6 

Another aspect of cosmology which causes tension is the ao-e-old my~tel- f 
'1 T I h' . b "y 0 eVI. 0 re a:c t IS t~nsl.on some contemporary theologians, typified by Peter Bertocci 

are a.dvocatmg. l~ehef .m a Go~ les,~ than omnipotent. But, Horton points out, th~ 
?octrme of a fmI.te de~ty po.lanzes Christian thought, both conservative and liberal 
mto two contrastmg vI~wpomts, not easily united into one synoptic view."17 In cos­
mology, therefore, we fmd that the frontier of theology is not yet closed. 

I.n the fourth place, is an ecum~nical position emerging with respect to the in­
teractIOn ~f God and n:an ? UnquestIOnably so, Horton alleges. Opinions are by no 
means entIrely harmol1lous, as he puts it, yet we must realize "the hio-h deo-ree £ 

11 " h' b' D b 0 consens~s . actua y eXlstmg on t IS SU J ect among Christian theologians . . . . While 
~he ChnstIan. con~er:sus c~n~erning Go~ a.nd m~n fall~ short of unanimity at some 
Important pomts, It IS. suffICIently clear m ItS mam outlmes to offer a clear challenge 
and a needed. correctIve. to the mod~rn. vi~w of man."IB Unfortunately, though, this 
c~nsensus whIch. approXImates .unal1lmlty IS, so Horton concedes, marred by "real 
dIfferences ... nsmg to the pomt of flat contradiction."19 

And,. of co~rs~, in honesty one must acknowledge that there is a continuing con­
tro~ersy. m ChnstIa.n thought, which has appeared in different forms at different 
perIods m Church hIstory and flared up again in our own time over the doctrines of 
the Fall and Original Sin."20 

Neither must the more liberal theologian forget this: "There are conservative 
Protes~ants. who would insist that if the Bible is really the Word of God, Adam must 
be a hlstoncal character and his fall a dated fact."21 

So in anthropology the consensus is not yet complete and the frontier is still open. 

Once .more; is a genuinely catholic view of Christ the Saviour, Who He was and 
what ¥e dId, bemg hammered o.ut on the ecumenical forge? Yes, indeed! Yes, indeed, 
but-. B:rt what? Well, gr~ntmg that the churches in the World Council "accept 
Jesus Chnst as God and SaVIOur, it cannot be denied that even so succinct a formu­
la, I. qu?te I.iorton, "i.s open to seri?us obj ection and misunderstanding."22 Something 
else IS lIkeWIse u.nd.el1lable, and agam I quote Horton: "There is room for serious de­
?ate among ChnstJans as to the exact meaning of the common Christian faith that 
In Jesus the Christ 'true man' and 'true God' met and were one."23 

Moreover, it is undeniable "that neo-orthodox Christians like Brunner and Au­
!en, expr~ss the most ardent and unwavering faith in the incarnation while remain­
mg skeptIcal aI?d unc~ncerned about ~?e Virgin Birth; "24 and accordingly Horton 
suggests that thIS doctnne be demoted to an optional, second-rate position."25 

. Nor is it t~ue that on the central matter of the atonement any consensus yet 
eXls~s, a fact whIch pr?mpts Horton to state in italics: "No one theory of the Work of 
Chnst has ever won Us way to such general acceptance as the Nicene-Chalcedonian 
theory of the Person of Christ has received."26 ' 
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Then, if a serious attempt is to be made at reconciling Protestants and Catholics, 
Mariology no doubt presents a problem. But Horton hopes this can be solved. How? 
By taking a cue from Judaism which "did not wholly reject the idea of subordinate 
messengers (angels) and mediators." In similar fashion, therefore. Protestantism 
can incorporate into itself the essence of Mariology by extending "the principle of 
subordinate mediatorship. "2; 

Though it is not my function in this context to be critical, I note with amaze­
ment the capacity of liberated theologians to strain out the Biblical gnats while they 
readily swallow unBiblical camels. But, Horton himself being witness, one fact is un­
mistakable: in Christology the frontier is still open. 

Moving now to the doctrine of ecclesiology, or the Church and the means of 
grace, Horton discovers a substratum of theological agreement; yet he laments, as 
evangelicals likewise do, that "Here, above all, Christians are divided, not only into 
schools of thought but into separate bodies, between which there is no full and free 
communion."28 Regarding the differences in this area, he says, "There is, frankly, 
no immediate hope whatsoever of these being resolved."29 And what are these differ­
ences? Horton mentions "Infant and adult baptism, open and closed communion, 
apostolic succession, possibility of salvation outside the Church, possibility of more 
than one organized Church, necessity of having bishops, necessity of having seven 
sacraments, feet-washing as an extra sacrament, unimportance or basic importance 
of correct church government and church discipline."30 But these differences, serious 
as they have been and may be, are not the deepest difference; that, as defined by the 
Amsterdam Assembly, is the "catholic-protestant" difference. In this area, then, it 
seems as though the theological frontier is still wide open. 

Finally, can it be asserted that a consensus has emerged with respect to the 
Christian hope? Here Horton is somewhat hard pressed to discover a common core 
of belief, especially so because of the conflict between "American activity" and Con­
tinental quietists with their "radically different conception of the Kingdom of God," 
and, more especially so, because the immanental Christ is hard to reconcile with the 
apocalyptic Christ.31. He feels, nevertheless, that a balanced viewpoint is gradually 
evolving, "a tenable and necessary position for modern Christians to take."32 

Unresolved issues in eschatology are three. For one thing, will the Second Com­
ing of Christ be crassly literal and, if not, how is it to be interpreted? Next, can we 
hold to universal salvation or must we believe that God's love is finally frustrated, 
with same human beings suffering eternal punishment? Third, must we abandon all 
hope for the betterment of the world now that "the Utopian illusions of the early 20th 
century have been duly discounted?"33 In view of these issues, Rorton concludes that 
the area of eschatology is still open. 

That is not only Horton's opinion: it is likewise the opinion of Norman Pittinger 
who, defending universal salvation in The Christian Century, declared that the doc­
trine of future things is "an enormous item of unfinished business on the church's 
theological (not to say pastoral) agenda. Have we really, seriously, earnestly, wrestled 
with what it means to believe that the ultimate ground of being, the determiner of 
all destiny, the lord of heaven and earth, is nothing other than the all-sovereign love 
which in Jesus Christ, for us men, and for our wholeness, was incarnate amongst us, 
lived with us, died in order that men might share his life, and lives evermore as the 
guarantee of the reality of that which he came to reveal and to do? "34 

One need not endorse Pittinger's universalism to endorse his plea for a more 
strenuous wrestling with the issues of eschatology. Over a half century ago Orr re-
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marked, "The modern mind has given itself with special earnestness to eschatological 
questions, moved thereto, perhaps, by the solemn impression that on it the ends of 
the world have come, and that some great crisis in the history of human affairs is 
approaching."35 And after 60 years this area is still crying out for further study. Here 
all of us will concur, the frontier is still open. ' 

Now what conclusion can we draw from this survey of a representative text in 
contemporary theology written within an ecumenical and neo·orthodox framework? 
I think Horton makes clear that Protestantism in our day has permitted even its cen­
tral fixities to become far too fluid. Instead of being progressive, it has actually 
turned back the clock by rejuvenating a host of old errors in the name of new truth. 
To cite a specific case, the neo-naturalism of Paul Tillich-that is Nels Ferre's term36 
-ponderously updates an ancient type of gnosticism. Why, then, hail it as progres­
sive? Real progress, the progress Orr called for and furthered, can be made only as 
we build upon foundations already securely laid down. To raze the foundations every 
ten years in the hope of building better is equivalent to the digging up the dahlia 
bulb every morning to ascertain its rate of growth. May I quote from Orr again? 

There is still room for fresh developments in theology. Existing systems are not 
final; as works of human understanding they are necessarily imperfect; there 
is none which is not in some degree affected by the nature of the intellectual en­
vironment, and the factors the mind had, at the time of its formation, to work 
with. I do not question, therefore, that there are still sides and aspects of divine 
truth to which full justice has not yet been accorded; improvements that can be 
made in our conception and formulation of all the doctrines, and in their cor­
relation with each other. All I am contending for is, that such a development 
shall be a development within Christianity, and not away from it; that it shall 
recognize its connection with the past, and unite itself organically with it; and 
that it shall not spurn the past development, as if nothing of permanent value 
had been accomplished by it.37 

The relevance of Orr's contention for us in 1961 is patent. God help us as evan­
gelicals to be alert to everything in our troubled world, sensitive to its spiritual needs 
as well as its philosophical problems. God help us to stand on the frontier between 
Christianity and culture engaging in dialogue, maintaining communication bearing 
witness intelligently and effectively. God help us as we face the multiplied and stag­
gering challenges of our day. Allow me to mention a few of them. 

We face the challenge of science, a challenge which cuts to the deepest levels of 
our own theological position. For as E. Ashley Johnson crisply expresses the matter: 

Theology has presented conclusions about the nature of man and of the physical 
universe, statements made on the strength of religious authority or derived de­
ductively from basic postulates. The fact that science has found a way of draw­
ing conclusions on these same cosmological and anthropological questions and 
the fact that these scientific judgments have won almost universal acceptance 
at the expense of the corresponding theological propositions have done much to 
discredit the whole enterprise.3s 

It was the challenge of science which caused Orr to warn in 1901: 

There are, indeed, not wanting signs that we are on the eve of new conflicts, in 
which new solvents will be applied to Christian doctrines, and which may prove 
anxious and testing to many who do not realize that Christian faith in every age 
must be a battle. That battle will have to be fought, if I mistake not, in the first 
instance, round the fortress of the worth and authority of Holy Scripture. A 
doctrine of Holy Scripture. A doctrine of Scripture adapted to the needs of the 
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hour is harmonizing the demands at once of science and of faith, is perhaps the 
most clamant want at present in theology.39 

A doctrine of Scripture which harmonizes the demands of both science and faith 
-that is still a clamant need. Standing on the frontier between Christianity and cuI· 
ture, evangelical theology must do its utmost to meet that challenge. 

We also face the challenge of interstellar exploration, a phase of science which 
may haye enormous repercussions upon Christian doctrine. For what if Harlow Shap­
ley is correct? 

That this planet is the one and only place where life has emerged would be a 
ridiculous assumption. Those who know about the number of stars, about the 
natural way planets are born and the apparently automatic way life emerges 
when conditions are right - they no longer hesitate to believe that life is a 
cosmos·wide phenomenon; and that belief is giving many of us reason for re­
thinking our philosophies of man and his function. Rethinking our religious 
position. Contemplating a stellar theology.40 

Suppose Shapley is correct. Then a stella r theology is in order; and I advance 
the hypothesis that materials for an evangelicalism of a cosmic range are available 
in the Christology of Paul and John; for as Otto Dilschneider writes in Das Christ­
liche Weltbilt, the Christ of Paul and John gives "the central meaning wherein all 
the problems of meaning that man raises in respect to the cosmos are comprehended 
... the Pantocrator who comprehends the whence and whether . . . the alpha and 
omega, the beginning and the end."1l 

Here surely is a frontier for a creative theology which enlarges the periphery of 
traditional Christology without touching its core. 

We face too, the challenge of demythologization, to translate an awkward Ger­
man compound into barbaric English. Rudolph Bultmann's radical anti super­
naturalism is still another application of science to faith. For, as is now notorious, he 
charges in Jesus Christ and Mythology: 

The world-view of the Scripture is mythological and is therefore unacceptable 
to modern man whose thinking has been shaped by science and is therefore no 
longer mythological. Modern man always makes use of technical means which 
are the result of science. In case of illness modern man has recourse to physi., 
cians, to medical science. In case of economic and political affairs, he makes use 
of the results of psychological, social, economic and political sciences, and so on. 
Nobody reckons with direct intervention by transcendent powers .... man ac­
knowledges as reality only such phenomena or events as are comprehensible 
within the framework of the rational order of the universe. He does not acknow­
ledge miracles because they do not fit into this lawful order. When a strange or 
marvelous accident occurs, he does not rest until he has found a rational cause. 
The contrast between the ancient world-view of the Bible and the modern world­
view is the contrast between two ways of thinking, the mythological and the 
scientific.42 

But, as is also notorious, Bultmann negatively demythologizes the New Testa­
ment in order to reinterpret it positively in the categories of Martin Heidegger's 
philosophy, thus forcing people in our scientific age, so he thinks, to make an exis­
tential decision. 

Certainly evangelicalism must cry out against demythologization. At the same 
time, however, evangelicalism must ponder the counsel of Amos Wilder in New Testa­
ment Faith for Today: 
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Bultmann's formulation at least hibrrhlirrhts much that is at the heart of th G 
I d k 'bl ff" b e os-pe an ma es POSSI e an e ectIve Impact of that Gospel today' in many 

ter h t d" I . h quar-s ": ere more ra ItIOn.a verSIOns ave lost their appeal. What needs further 
attentIOn here, however, IS the unresolved question as to how far the or" I 
I g f f 'th .. Igma ~n uage 0 "aI comes mto Its own in Bultmann's proposal and how fa . 
nghts should be safeguarded in any such restatement. 43 r Its 

What is evangelicalism doing to meet the challenrre of demytholoO"ization? IJ 
do 't k h d" I' b b . lOW es 1 propose to ma e t e .tra ItIOna verSIOn of the Gospel meaningful in a culture 
shaped and controlled by sCIence? 

We face, still further, the challenge of 20th century philosophy not alone . 
t"fi t r b l'k' . . I h ,Sclen-

1 c na ura Ism, ut 1 eWlse eXlstentIa p enomenoloo-y and also linguistic anal . 
bot? of ,,:hich i? their manifold schools are extraordin~rily influential. Shall we eJas~~ 
gelicals SImply Ignore the fact that philosophy is now tuned to a new key or shall we 
fo~l?w the example of a noted Roman Catholic, AlbeIt Dondeyne, in his valuable 
cntIque, Contemporary Thought and Christian Faith? 

What~ver the di~en~ions a~d causes of the sickness from which our world is 
suff~n.ng, .one thI.ng IS c~rtam? the task of every man here on earth, and of the 
ChnstIan m partIcular, IS to fIght against evil in all its forms, to heal sicknesses 
of body as well as .of soul, to see a "neighbor" in everyone who suffers and to 
hasten. to soothe hIS wounds. To cure sickness, however, we must first under. 
stand It. We mu.st find out the nature of the sickness and get to know its causes' 
we mu.st recogmze, too, healthy forces which are still present, without whose co'­
operatIOn even the best remedies may remain ineffective. If it is to be fruitf I 
then, the Christian apostolate must exert a constant and sincere effort to und~r: 
stand better th~ wo;ld of today. Although it must denounce the failinO"s and 
~rr?rs of our tIme, It must also recognize its points of greatness. its merits its 
mSlgh~s, .or else it may easily lose its grip upon it. This is all the ~ore impor~ant 
when It IS remembered that Christianity is not simply one truth among others 
or o?e value adde.d to others, but a synthesis of truths and values from the point 
of ':Ie~ o.f the ~ltImate tru~h and the ultimate sense of things. Because of this, a 
ChnstIam~y whIch proved mcapable of effecting the synthesis between faith and 
those partIal t;uths ~nd genuine values that it encounters in the world, would be 
doomed to faIlu~e nght from the beginning. This, in turn, underlines the im­
portance of a phIlo~ophy (and, a fortiori, of a theology) that is living and con­
tempor~ry, one whIch takes account of aspirations of the modern world and 
speaks ItS language.44 

Is evaI?gelicalism pre~are~ to follow this program? I trust so! It can follow this 
program WIthout abandonmg Its own distinctive theology any more than Dondeyne 
abandons his Roman Catholicism. 

We ~ace, in addition, the challenge of Communism. And I am not thinkino- of 
~ommumsm .n~w .as a politi~al power: I am thinking of it rather as a formid~ble 
nval of Chn~tI~mt~ on t.he mtellectual plane. I am thinking of Marx's contention 
that e~ery relIgIOn IS an Ideology, the product of a particular economic order; and 
we faIl compl~tely to. take .t~~ measure of 20th century atheism until we take the 
measure of thIS MarXIst cntIclsm. I am thinking also of Joseph Hromadka's book, 
Theology Between Yesterday and Tomorrow. May I quote him somewhat in extenso 
f~lIy ~ware that many evangelicals must in all conscience denounce Hromadka's rela: 
tionshlp to Communism? 

Th~ology is, ! wish to repeat it over and over again, no ideology. It is an effort 
to mterpret, m an adequate and actual way, the Word of the living God and to 
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understand the past, the present, and the future men and history in the light of 
the divine Word and the divine events. From the perspective of theology as we 
understand it, all human divisions, systems, social and political institutions, all 
philosophical thoughts, find themselves on the same level, on the side of the 
created world in its corruption and promise. 

The dividing line runs not between communists and noncommunists. It runs 
belween the Lord of glory and mercy, on the one hand, and human sinners 
(whether communists or noncommunists) on the other. Theologically, it is all 
wrong to see the main line of division between the Christian ideology and civili­
zation, on the one hand, and the non-Christian Weltanschauung on the other. It 
is a real and urgent question whether any idealistic philosophy stands closer to 
the Christian faith and message than a materialistic method of thinking and 
analysis. The greatness of theology rests exactly in its humble and sovereign 
attitude to the present divisions between Christian and non· Christian civiliza· 
tions, between Christian and non-Christian philosophies, between the Christian 
and non-Christians way of life. Hic Rhodus, hic salta! What we need is a vigo­
rous, courageous theology that goes in its depth and breadth to the very root of 
our present situation and avoids any short cut that promises to make the situa­
tion of the Christian church easy and secure. What we need is a sharp intellectual 
insight into the very issues of the present eTa and of the point where the church 
and its members have to wage a real spiritual and moral battle for the cause of 
Christ. Our spiritual and intellectual capacities are as a rule not strong enough. 
And even those capacities we possess are gradually withering away because of 
our unwillingness to see the real issues where they are and where they can square­
ly be met. The older I am, the more grateful I feel for the privilege of being a 
theologian and of struggling for a right, relevant, and adequate interpretation 
of the Word of God and of the heritage of the preceding generations. 

We are standing within one of the greatest and most responsible struggles 
with which the church and its theology have ever been confronted, intellectually, 
spiritually and morally. The demands upon all of us are such that we should 
forget all the fashionable divisions thrown upon our heads by the political and 
public climate of our countries and meet where the Lord of our life and history 
stands and opens our eyes to our mistakes, blunders, prejudices, and to our great 
chance and promise.45 

Now some of us may maintain that it is our prerogative and even our duty to 
denounce Hromadka; but as evangelicals what are we doing, practically and theologic­
ally, to show that Christianity is not one more ideology? 

We face, yet again, the challenge of religious syncretism. And this, too, is a most 
formidable challenge. For in this era when our globe is contracting to the dimensions 
of a neighborhood and our astrounauts are beginning to penetrate space, the scandal 
of particularity, explicit in the Gospel, becomes more and more of a scandal. Why 
believe that salvation moves exclusively along one narrow corridor of history, through 
one insignificant tribe of Semites, through the life and death of one Man, through 
the medium of one Book, and is confined to one planet? Why believe that the ad­
herents of all other religions are in darkness, now and forever, while only the hand­
ful of human beings who accept Jesus Christ as evangelically interpreted bask in 
light? It is against this Christian parochialism that Arnold Toynbee raises strong ob­
jection in his Gifford Lectures on An Historian's Approach to Religion: 

In the world in which we now find ourselves, the adherents of the different living 
religions ought to be the readier to tolerate, respect, and revere one another's re-
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ligious heritages because, in our generation there is not anyone alive who is 
effectively in a position to judge betw'een his own religion and his neighbour's. 
An effective judgment is impossible when one is comparing a religion which has 
been familiar to one in one's home since one's childhood with a religion which 
one has learned to know from outside in late years. . . . The missions of the 
higher religions are not competitive; they are complementary. We can believe 
in our own religion without having to feel that it is the sole repository of truth. 
We can love it without having to feel that it is the sole means of salvation.46 

I am willing to risk the prophecy that in the years ahead religious syncretism 
will grow immensely popular while Christian particularism pari passu grows unpopu­
lar. How is this threat to be countered by evangelicals who stake everything on Peter's 
word, "Neither is there salvation in any other"? 

Finally, we face the challenge of a nihilistic Zeitgeist, so penetratingly analyzed 
by Helmut Thielicke.47 We are living in an age when, as Nietzsche proclaimed, "God 
is dead," an age which Satre and Camus portray as an age without justice, love, faith, 
hope, and meaning-an age in which man, left alone with himself, stares onto the 
abyss. And yet-what a paradox !-this is the age which has produced a new species 
of unbeliever, described by Arthur Koestler in The Age of Longing: the new skeptic 
is the unbeliever who longs to believe but cannot.48 Recognizing, to be sure, that faith 
is God's gift, what can we evangelicals do to combat nihilism and satisfy the longing 
of Koestler's paradoxical skeptic? How can we arouse hope in a generation which 
has abandoned all hope? This is the task which weighs upon us today. 

Now let me sum up my somewhat rambling discussion. Between Christianity and 
contemporary culture there stretches a challenging frontier_ Within theology per se, 
however, at least a theology which is Biblically oriented, the frontier has largely 
been closed though there are still exciting areas to explore and annex. I am afraid, 
consequently, least we make a shibboleth of progress and thereby sacrifice hard-won 
truth. Hence I would plead for the whole sphere of dogma what J. I. Packer pleads for 
Biblical criticism specifically: 

Evangelicals do not wish to put the clock back to the days before scientific study 
began. What they desire is that modern Bible study should be genuinely scien­
tific-that is to say, fully biblical in its method; and their chief complaint 
against modern criticism is that it so often fails here. It is true that Evangelicals 
call for a return to principles of Bible study which have a long history in the 
Christian Church, and for some revision of modern critical methods in the light 
of them. But that is not because these principles are traditional; it is because 
they are biblical. There is certainly an arrogant hide-bound type of tradition­
alism, unthinking and uncritical, which is carnal and devilish. But there is also 
a respectful willingness to take help from the Church's past in order to under­
stand the Bible in the present; and such traditionalism is spiritual and Christian. 
Moreover, it is this attitude alone that makes possible real progress in theology; 
for theology goes forward only by looking back-back through the Church's 
heritage of teaching to Jesus Christ and His apostles. 49 
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