ECCLESIASTICAL
QUANTUM THEORY,
OR THE NEW

CHURCH HISTORY

Quite often we hear the complaint
that syllabuses of theological study
are not suited to the actual needs of
the ministry, The remedies suggested
for this vaty according to the time
and place and convictions of those
suggesting them. At one time the
philosophy and psychology of reli-
gion may almost displace the Bible;
at another, all theology must be “so-
ciologically otientated” (whatever
that may mean). Recently a demand
for a new theological syllabus has
come from several quarters: a sylla-
bus which would be dominated by “a
theology of mission”.

The champions of this proposed type
of syllabus tend to concentrate their
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ctiticisms on traditional approaches
to Chutch history. It must be sa
at once that they often hit the targ
To take an obvious example: if o
is in Madras or Mombasa, one vie
history from a different perspecti
from that of Manchester of Mass
chusetts. Yet Manchester perspecti
may, simply for lack of though
limit the petspective of Church hist
ty teaching in, let us say, Mombas
and even the Manchester textboo
may crowd the vast wotld Christi
movement of the last century .in
patt of a chapter called “Missions
The champions of the new Chur
history, however, go further,
They would omit or reduce the

 they would discourage

geat :
jnvolved in the Reformation. After

1l they say, why, in this ecumenical

ation usually given to the doctrinal
atroversies of the eatly Church;
extended
ment of the theological issues

286 devote so much time to the
sartels among Christians? A great
deal of Chutch history is not “re-
levant” to the present age, and could
be discarded. Let us concentrate in-
stead, they urge, on the spread of the
Gospel, the story of the Christian

mission.
This sounds attractive: and when one
remembers  Professor Latourette’s

monumental Fistory of Christian Ex-
pansion, and the smaller works of Pro
fessor John Foster and others, it
seems plausible. It also has the con-
venience of by-passing some notot-
iously difficult questions. But pethaps

the suggestion conceals, or at least
may encourage, the assumption that
the only thing that matters about the

Chutch is its size. It represents what

one might call a quantitative view

of Church history, which may make
us so enthralled with Christian ex-
pansion that we do not consider the
quality of the Christianity which ex-
pands. Purity of doctrine, the agoni-
zing of Christian minds striving to
express their convictions, the quest
for holiness and the life of prayet,
the demands of love, all are swallowed
in the record of the Chtistian mis-

sion, Such a view of Chutch history

may appeal to one who has just had
t0 drag his mind unwillingly through
the Nestorian and Eutychian contro-
versies, ot one to whom the differen-
tes between Luther and Caraffa seem
to arise simply from obstinacy on the
patt of good and sincere men. But
it is, to say the least, untheological —

it is anti-intellectual, in fact — to omit
the study of rational thought about
biblical data from apostolic times to
our own. If we care little about theo-
logy in the Church of former days,
it is unlikely that we shall care much
about it in our own. It is unscriptural
to ignore the Biblical pattern of metcy
and judgment and the doctrine of the
Remnant. If the so-called ‘Deutero-
nomic’ historians of the Old Testa-
ment had been adherents of the new
Church history, we might now be
rejoicing in the way that Jeroboam
IT extended Istaelite rule, and no
doubt some acknowledgment of Jah-
veh, ovet Hamath, but have never
heard how he did “that which was
evil in the sight of the Lord”. And
it is surely unhistorical to use as a
criterion of selection something which
is calculated to produce a steady suc-
cess story. Secular historians with the
same sort of approach are accused of
naive optimism.,

No, Professor Latourette has given
us what he offered: a history of
Christian expansion. The Lord be
thanked. But this is not the norma-
tive Church history, Church history
— that is, history written from the
standpoint of faith in the divine put-
pose — is the history of the people
of God. The stoty of God’s dealings
with any of His people at any time
ot place, worthily rendered, is ‘rele-
vant’ to them all. *

NOTE

1 Some refreshing rematks on this last
point will be found in an article by Pro-
fessor Peter Hinchcliff, “ ‘Indigenizing’
Church History™, Bulletin of the Society
Jor African Church History, vol. 1, no. 2,
1963, pp. 294



