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Editorial

THE SAME YESTERDAY,TODAY,AND
FOREVER

Once upon a time in a swamp near you, a frog crawled out of the

gunk and was kissed by a princess ...
[ Feel free, dear reader, to change the gender of the frog and the kisser ...
male, female, same-sex ... whatever you require to suit your needs; because,
you see, even myths change to serve our purposes. ]

A frog was kissed by a princess, with a kiss that breathed life into
that frog ... a kiss that filled that frog with a spirit of love for the
princess such that he glorified her forever.

So our story begins: then the Lord Godformed manfrom the
dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life;
and the man became a living being (Genesis 2:7) Is that a story of
Creation or of Evolution [I offer them both with capital letters to
borrow an old convention that says anything that points to God
should have a capital letter]? In every part of this process; in the
story told, the questions asked, even the conventions of punctuation,
we are making statements about our faith. And in the statements
we make about our faith, we are influencing the faith of others.
We cannot be merely observers or descriptors of our world, either
physical or metaphysical. We are always participants.

One of the truisms of research is that we cannot measure

anything without changing the object of our study by the very act
of measurement. If you stick a measuring device into a river to
record the flow of water in that river, your device will in some
small way impede the rate of flow. If you insert a thermometer
into your body, apart from any other discomfort it may cause you,
the thermometer will to some degree change your temperature. If
you ask a person on the street his or her opinion about a federal
election, the very asking of the question forces the issue into the
awareness of the person asked, and changes the person. That being
the case, it should come as no surprise that the act of researching,
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writing, debating and approvinga Statementof Faith for the United
Church of Canada is going to change the United Church of Canada.

Those of us whoread Touchstoneprobablydon't attenda great
many cocktailparties,so the piecesof triviawe glean fromlistening
to CBC have to find their way into sermons by way of illustrations
or into Touchstone editorials. The Current was focussed one
morning (June 20, 2005) on matters ecological and included an
interview with Alan Burdick, a senior editor with Discover
Magazine. He talkedaboutNASA(NationalAeronauticsand Space
Administration). NASA has a commitment not to introduce alien
life-forms into outer space (that is, not to leave something from
earth on Mars, for example). To that end, they have employed a
microbiologist to examine their spacecrafts to make sure they are
free of contaminants. What that researcher found was a microbe
that thrives on the very things NASA was using to prevent life-
forms travelling into space. It feeds on titanium, draws energy
from static electricity and has created a shell that is resistant to
cosmic radiation. It means that when NASA sent the Mars Rover

to look for signs of life, that very rover was in all probability
introducing a life-form that had never been found on Mars before.

The unanswerable question is: is this a creative act of God?
It is appropriate that we should be cautious (conservative, if you
like) about introducing new things into old systems ...microbes
onto Mars, genetic modifications into our food, pesticides into our
gardens, wonder drugs into our bodies and new understandings
into our statements of faith. But what if some of these are the gifts
God has given us?

The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews said: Jesus Christ is
the same yesterday, today andforever (Hebrews 13:8); a text cited
by some who would argue for the immutability of Christian faith
and a text that does come with a warning about being carried away
by all kinds of strange teachings. It does, however, lead into a
section encouraging readers not to return to their old rituals of
food laws and Temple sacrifice. The readers were a people
undergoing change and in the midst of all their change they were
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being urged to observe those who had been their teachers in the
faith, to see the outcome of their way of life and to imitate them.
This writer of the Letter to the Hebrews who says that Jesus Christ
is the same yesterday, today andforever is placing Jesus as a point
of constant reference, a touchstone if you will [ touchstone: 1. A
fine-grained dark schist or jasper used for testing alloys of gold
etc. by observing the colour of the mark they make upon it. 2. A
thing which serves to test the genuineness or value of anything; a
standard of criterion. (Canadian Oxford Dictionary, 1998)]. This
Jesus is the one described by John as being in the beginning with
God and participating in the creation of the earth. He is also the
one who sits on the throne and will judge the quick and the dead.
But he is not an object or an idol made of wood or stone. He is one
who takes for himself a holy name of God, I AM, ego eimi; ... I am
the way,and the truthand the life (John 14:6)Jesus is theincarnation
of our God who is a verb ... a breath ... a spirit.

The group of people who have undertaken the task of writing
a Statement of Faith for the United Church of Canada at the

beginning the 21sl century deserve our thanks, even if we need to
argue with what they have written.·Their task is impossible if we believe they are to synthesize the
thinking of every member of the United Church of Canada into a
coherent whole.·Their task is meaningless if we believe they are to establish a
standard of orthodoxy, though that is a very tempting criterion to
lay upon them. Many of us in congregational leadership and simply
as members of this denomination would like to have a document to

which we could refer with confidence when someone asks (usually
with a challenging tone) "What does the United Church really
believe?"·And their task is folly if they believe they are to create a new
church for the present age. It's not our place to be the Creator.

All we can ask of these servants of the church is that they be
faithful. With prayer and study, listening to voices without and
within, they will put on paper words that point to the Word. What
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happens after that belongs to God. We will read. We will argue.
We will agree. We will disagree. Members of long standing will
see words in a new light and newcomers to the church will greet
ideas they've never thought before. And in the midst of all that,
there will be change. This piece of paper (actually quite a few
pieces of paper) meant to describe the faith of the United Church
of Canada will changethe church. In faith, we will trust thatchange
to be in the hands of God. In faith we will depend on princesses
continuing to kiss frogs.

-P.D.



CONFESSINGFAITH ON THE EDGE OF
EMPIRE: A Response to the Proposed 2005
"Statementof Faith"

by Douglas John Hall

Most of us who "do" theology professionally have, I fear, an
innate mistrust of theology undertaken by groups. We are apt to
agree with the modem proverb which declares that "a camel is a
cow designed by a committee."

There are some good reasons why we harbour this suspicion
- it is not all professional jealousy or the egoistic belief that
professionals alone are capable of theological depth. Endless
examplesof churchlydocumentsthatare generalized,wishy-washy,
internallycontradictory,purelyrhetorical,simplistic,mind-numbing
(well, one could go on in this vein!) could be cited to demonstrate
the legitimatebasesof oursuspicion.The sheerdynamicsof groups,
with their need for compromise and the "representation" of every
possible point of view, militates against both coherence and
confessional concreteness in doctrinal or ethical pronouncements
by committees. The style of such documents is usually also such a
hodge-podge of semantics that they make for exceptionally
confused or frustrating reading. As a result, such statements
regularly collect dust on the shelves of clergy studies and church
cupboards.

But - Deo gratia! - there are exceptions to the rule. And I
want to throw all academic caution to the winds and say
straightforwardlythat in my opinionthis "Draft Statementof Faith"
producedby the UnitedChurch'sCommitteeon TheologyandFaith,
is one of them.

Of course that does not mean that everything about it is pure
gold. I will offer a few caveats later. But first let me note some of
the reasonswhyI am readyto endorsethe statemententhusiastically.
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1. Apologetic Realism
From the outset, the Statement!manifests a laudable and far-

too-infrequently practiced realism about the societal positioning
of the Christian community as it attempts today to render an
apologia [explanation] for faith. Under the sub-heading of "The
Church in Exile", the Statement affirms-

No longer able to act upon assumptions of power and influence, we find
ourselves situated on the edges rather than at the centre. No longer enjoying
the political and cultural influence we once had, we worry about how to
make a difference in the larger society.Wemay even think back with nostal-
gia on the era of Christendom. But separated as we now are from the centre
of power, the United Church has become aware of its complicity with his-
toric oppressions and abuses (for example, in our relationship with First
Nations peoples). The shift to the margins produces anxiety - destructively
in terms of worry, constructively in terms of the opportunity to embrace
faithful solidarity with the community of the earth.2

The imagery of "the church in exile", existing on "the margins" of
the dominant culture, has not been typical of the United Church's
previous statements of faith. To the contrary, they have reflected a
rather smug if innocent sense of religious establishment. And no
wonder, for in the past we have been, in fact, the most culturally
"established" of all the Canadian denominations. It is really only
quite recently that we have noticed - and in some things taken
hold of the fact - that we exist today on the edges of Canadian
political, economic and cultural establishment.When thisprimary
socio-historical reality is honestly acknowledged, and only then,
can the disciple community begin to behave prophetically in its
worldly context. Without that recognition, churches rarely rise
above the "culturereligion" thatmerelyreflects- albeit in stained-
glass accents - the pre-existing values and pursuits of their host

I I shall use this nomenclature ("The Statement") as an abbreviated way of
referring to the official title of the document I have before me: "A Draft Statement
of Faith For Discussion and Response" submitted by the Committee on Theology
and Faith of the United Church of Canada in January of 2005.

2 Draft Statement, p. 8.
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societies. If the United Church of Canada has been able in the post-
1960 decades to express its faith in countercultural and unusual
ethical stands (and it has! - in its stance toward the indigenous
peoples, its far-reaching recognition of racial, ethnic, sexual and
other fonns of human diversity, its environmental concern, etc)
this has been made possible by the realization, on the part of a
significant portion of our membership, that we are no longer just
the "middle class at prayer" (or at something!) - the realization
that, standing outside the dominant structures of our society, we
are free now to pursue a mission to our society that is grounded in
the scriptural and best theological traditions of our Movement and
not in the favouredrelationshipwithpower that we once"enjoyed".

2. CombiningTradition and Context
The 37thGeneral Council (2000) mandated the Committee on

Theology and Faith to devise a "timely and contextual statement
of faith". The worst fears of many "conservative" members of the
church, perhaps understandably, were that this emphasis on
contextuality and contemporary relevance would function as a
licence for the more "radical" elements in our denomination to
jettison whole segments of the tradition in favour of an orgy of
theological "liberalism". The Statementis conclusiveevidence that
this has not happened.

No doubt some will find otherwise, for there are those (also
in the United Church of Canada) for whom any nod of doctrine
towards actual engagement of the contemporary world is
unacceptable. The end towards which such a position moves
inevitably is religious obscurantismand the "Christian ghetto", by
definition an oxymoron.In the illuminatingbonmot of the historian
of dogma, Jaroslav Pelikan, ''Tradition is the living faith of the
dead, but traditionalism is the dead faith of the living." A theOlOgy

]that does not engage its context is simply not theology in the biblical
and best traditional sense of the tenn.

One can be grateful, then, for the sensitive and nuanced ways
in which the Statement combines a rightful desire to "conserve"

--- - -
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what had been "handed over" (tradere) and a feeling for the need
to separate the kernel of doctrine from the chaff of much of the
language in which Christian teaching has been encoded in the past.
The clear desire here is neither to discard nor to preserve doctrine
for its own sake, but to communicate the centrality and the meaning
of key tenets of the faith (divine triunity, the incarnation, the mystery
of creation, etc) to a church and a society that is almost overwhelmed
today by religious ignorance on the one hand and bogus religion
on the other. This is the church trying to recover its own identity
through the remembrance of its spiritual and ideational credo, in
order that its hope may be a recognizably Christian hope and not
merely the easy optimism of the possessing peoples of Earth.

3. The Quest for Truth - and Truth's Elusiveness
A community of faith has to be able to believe that it is "on

the right track". But it is doomed if it imagines it has already reached
its destination! The church needs to have confidence in its message
or it will betray its message by its own duplicitous attitude towards
what it preaches. But when such confidence [con + fide = with

faith] turns to certitude; when orientation towards Truth becomes
the pretence of Truth's possession, then faith has been replaced by
the assumption of sight3, and the pride of possession makes dialogue
with any other claim to truth impossible.

In my opinion, the Statement achieves a remarkable dialectic
between faith's quest for Truth and its necessary recognition - as
faith, not sight - of the elusiveness of Truth. It does not capitulate
to relativism: "As a church, our faith is grounded in truths that are
timeless."4 But the Statement steadfastly acknowledges that Truth
with a capital T cannot be encased in language, dogma, creed, etc.

3 Paul frequently distinguishes what he means by "faith" from "sight (see e.g.
Hebrews 11:1: Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of
things not seen). This distinction is of the essence of what Luther called "the
theology of the cross". See my The Cross in Our Context: Jesus and the Suffering
World (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2(03), p. 33 and elsewhere.

4 Statement, p. 8 (preamble).

--
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Jesus says I am Truth", not "Here's the Truth, write it down!" Only
a sense of the "livingness" of divine Truth can make room for both
diversity within the community of faith and openness to the faiths
and unfaiths of others.

Such a sense of the "incarnate" character of Truth has always
been important for the Christian community, but today it is the
fundamental precondition of our faithfulnes in a society that is no
longer monolithically Christian even in name, and on a planet where
religious exclusivity is a recipe for violence and, unless checked,
the end of anything deserving of the name "civilization". This
precondition is strongly affIrmed in the Preamble's paragraph on
"The Question of Truth:

Our society is multicultural, our world is multifaith; our church community
has varying theological perspectives within it. Some make exclusive claims
to absolute truth and find in these claims authorization to do harm. Some
regard all truth as relative and consequently are complacent in the face of
harm. As a church, we are becoming increasingly able to embrace diversity
while still affirming a sense of distinctive significance that unites us as a
faith community. While believing that our faith is grounded in truth, our
truth need not deny the truths of others.5

I fInd this one of the most balanced expressions known to me of
the dialectic of truth's hold upon us and its simultaneous refusal to
give itself to us wholly. Surely this, besides being true (!), is the
necessary posture for any faith-community today that intends to
foster life and not court death by clinging to dogmatic attitudes
that preclude, implicitly or explicitly, discourse with "the other".

4. The "Connectedness" of All Being
The Statement not only assumes throughout a biblically-based

theology of relationality, but it locates the human species fIrmly
among the other creatures and processes of God's creation. "Sensing
our connectedness [we are conscious that] God calls us to locate
ourselves in the web of life, of which we are but one strand.

5 Ibid,p. 8.

- ---
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This is the ontological presupposition without which ethical
counsel with respect to the care and preservation of the natural
order always begs the question, "Why?" The age-old human
propensity to consider our species above nature, and nature's "lord
and master", can be undone only by a vision of the inter-
connectedness of all life. It is good that many people and groups in
our time are working towards the realization of a more just and
sustainableearth (e.g. the KyotoProtocal).But environmentalethics
require a basis in experienced reality- the reality of a whole ("the
world") whose parts are inseparably linked and whose welfare
presupposesmutuality.It is not enoughto cry that we ought, should,
must as humans alter our expectations and our lifestyle, or even to
threaten that unless we do we are doomed. Until our species is able
to envision itself as part of the "web of life", dependent upon the
other creatures and processes thatwe have been degradingor trying
to control, our efforts to devise and adhere to codes of behaviour,
while betterthan mere passivity,willbe half-hearted.The Statement
recognizes, in a quite admirable way, this need to ground our
"doing" in our "being".

Where it needs supplementation, I think, is in the other side
of the dialecticof humanbelongingandhumandistinctivenes."God
calls us to locate ourselves in the web of life" - yes indeed; but
what is our vocation within that "web"? The Judeo-Christian
tradition affIrms,certainly,the "connectedness" of all creation; but
it also affirms an anthropology of particular responsibility within
the whole. The Statementbegins to addressthe latter concern when
it declares that "We participate in God's work of healing and
mending creation"6,but this needs expansion and concretization.
The term "stewardship" is mentioned once7,but only once, and in
a rather vague way. It is not the only way in which the Scriptures
of Israeland the churchdesignatehuman vocationwithin the whole,

6 Ibid, p. 17.
7 Ibid, p. 19.
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but (as I have argued in three books on the theology of stewardshipS)
the metaphor of the steward is one that has achieved particular
coinage in our time, for a variety of reasons, and I wish that it had
been more imaginatively exploited in this Statement. For the great
question today, as Wendell Barry has beautifully phrased it, is
simply, "What are peoplefor?"9

This remains, for me, a question badly in need of Christian
contemplation, but I am so pleased by the Statement's affIrmation
of creaturely "connectednes" that I will not complain too much
about this other side of the dialectic of human and extrahuman
relatedness.

5. The Reality and Tragedy of "Sin"
Anyone who feared that the allegedly notorious "liberalism"

of the United Church of Canada would guarantee, in such a
Statementas this, the triumphof a Pollyannareligiosityfrom which
the famously Protestant consciousness of human sinfulness was
banished will be disappointed by this Statement. Or perhaps
pleasantly surprised.

We are restless for the fulfillment that is life in God,
But we choose less.
This is sin.

We hunger for the divine
But consume instead that which does not satisfy our longing. 10

But if readers of the document expect to find the concept of sin
spelt out here in the all-too-moralistic terms with which that
profound biblical concept has been "sicklied o'er" by religious
legalism and personalism, they will be disappointed. For sin, in
this Statement is (rightly!) seen as a social and corporate reality

8 See especially the newly re-issued The Steward: A Biblical Symbol Come of
Age (Revised Edition) (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2004).

9 What Are People For? Essays by Wendell Barry (San Francisco: North Point
Press, 1990).

10Statement, p. 11.
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and not merely personal wrongdoing. The personal is by no means
overlooked:

By the tragic subversion of our potential,
we are in bondage to and complacent within
a matrix of false desires and wrong choices.II

But these "choices", collectively viewed, result in tragic outcomes
that affect the whole planetary scene today: "hatred, violence, greed,
and selfishness; the domination of economic, political, and military
empires; rampant consumerism and unchecked accumulation of
wealth; limitless growth and damage to creation."12 We are all of
us participants in this perversion and "subversion" of God's
intention for life; but we are also victimized by our own wrong
turnings - and not so much by our individual wrong as by the
collective devastation of the most powerful, "imperial" peoples.
Evil is seen here systemically. I was glad to note the word "tragic"
used (twice!) in this connection; for the moralism that the United
Church has never quite been able to slough off needs this correction,
and needs it badly. Sin is not just the nasty little "thoughts, words
and deeds" ("sins") that we do, each one; it is the condition of
alienation that we inherit as people of a world that has "fallen" and
continues to fall away from the "good" creation that god intends.
We "live among fractured relationships in a broken world."13

6. The Centrality of Jesus, the Christ
I confessthat I, too,was a littlereluctantto read the Statement's

article on "Christ, Redeemer and Reconciler"; for, like others, I
have been conscious of a certain restlessness within the United

Church and other "liberal" (or moderate)churchesjust at this point.
Some, particularly among those who have (rather recently)
discovered the need for Christians to open themselvesto other faith
traditions, seem to fear that any attention to the particularity

II Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
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represented by the name "Jesus" is bound to serve as a deterrent to
inter-faith dialogue. This, in my view, is an almost pathetically
short-sighted and shallow assumption.We shall discover a way of
relatingprofoundly, and as Christians, to "the others", not by soft-
pedaling our christocentrism but by deepening it. If we take
seriously our own confession that (to quote the Statement) ''We
know the Holy One through Jesus of Nazareth", then we simply
cannot end with an exclusivity that precludes inter-faith dialogue,
and does so a priori. What kind of a "Jesus" would that be? The
only people who find that "their" Jesus excuses them fromdialogue
with "the others", or evenforbidsit, are people whohavesubstituted
for the Jesus testified to by Holy Scripture a disembodied
doctrinalism that would be embarrassed at every turn (as were the
original disciples!) if they had to follow the scripturalJesus around
for twenty-four hours!

I found, happily, that I did not have to fear that the Statement
would sidelineJesus. It first reminds us, through a few well-chosen
phrases, of the "picture" of Jesus that the Bible gives us. That's
where christology must always begin (the 19thCentury Liberals
were right about that), because before there was christo logy
(Chalcedon and all that!) there was Jesus; and if christology is
going to avoid the idolatry of doctrine it must return again and
again to the testimony to this person whose disciples would not
have understood the language of the formula of Chalcedon!

The mystery of what God was doing in the Christ must remain
a mystery; but it must not be the kind of mystery that is just
dumbfounded - as sort of spiritual jello. If it is not to become
anything and everything, the church must risk naming it - without
pretending to finality! For the New Testament,obviously enough,
the primary "name' that is given this event is the word "love" -
"spontaneousand unmotivated"love (Nygren).The Statementuses
that language, too; but in at least one of its phrases it ventures to
explicate, a little, the meaning of this love: "In Jesus' crucifixion,
God bears the sin, grief, and suffering of the world." Readers of
any of my work will understand right away why I like that phrase.
It is an implicitcritiqueof all atonementtheology,especiallythat
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of the Latin (Anselmic) tradition, that fastens upon the infinite guilt
of humankind and puts forth Jesus as a substituting sacrifice to the
end that God may forgive the errant creature. No, say the writers of
this Statement (or so I hear them saying!), "in Jesus' crucifixion
God bears the sin, grief, and suffering of the world."

Now this Statement needs expansion, as do all the good
statements of this little confession of belief - and I shall speak of
that again presently. But even in this abbreviated form it represents,
I think and hope, a significant shift away from the wretched
substitutionary atonement theology that captivated the entire West
after the 11thCentury. For it sees the cross of the Christ primarily
as a statement about God's solidarity with creation, God's
movement towards us, God's costly identification with us. That is
what love is all about, where the biblical God is concerned. The

"necessity" of the cross is not to be found in the convoluted, grim
and life-hating business of a deity who in principle cannot stand
us, but in the biblical depiction of a God who will be our God and
will be "with us" (Emmanuel) where we are and as we are. A God
who wills to turn us towards "himself/herself' and our neighbour
- who wills to change us, yes, but not by first working out a
Personal problem.

7. The Nature and Authority of Scripture
The Statement's section on "The Words of Scripture" is in my

opinion one of its most notable achievements. In the first place, it
understands the Reformation's (especially Luther's) insistence that
the "word" of Scripture becomes the Word of God only when it is
taken up by the divine Spirit and caused to communicate to persons
a revelatory wisdom and truth that, by itself, it cannot manage.14

This, where it is grasped, puts an end to the nefarious business of
making the Bible as such (which always means some version
thereof) absolute. For biblical faith, only God is absolute (the
"Protestant Principle", Tillich).A Bible put forward as absolute is
a Bible turned into an idol. Bibliolatry!

14See Ibid, p. 15.
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What of the actual content of the Bible? It is, in the words of
the Statement, "a complex coherence of two testaments, spanning
centuries, written in various literary genres."15The canon as we
have it was chosen by the church, "guided by the Spirit", after a
"period of discernment". The Statement affirms the unity of the
Bible's basic testimony to "the oneness and faithfulness of God",
but this unity must not be confused with uniformity. There is
diversity of scripturalwitnessthat is part of the "gift" that Scripture
is: "two testaments rather than one, four gospels rather than one,
contrasting points of view held in tension"; and this "diversity of
expression", declares the Statement, is "necessary for faithful
witness to the One and Triune god, the Holy Mystery that isWholly
Love." The Scriptures must not be used to humiliate, threaten or
terrorize others. When we use scripture in that way, we are judged
by the Scriptures themselves.

Conclusions
There are many other aspects of the Statement the Committee

proposes that I have found commendable and helpful. The language
of the Statement is itself surprisingly imaginative and evocative.
Some phrases deserve to be pondered carefully - for example:
"God enters creation to transform its wasting-away and thus to
restore its integrity"; false prophets lead many astray, preaching a
neo-apocalyptic gospel of smug triumphalism and the abandonment
of the earth"; God calls us to locate ourselves in the web of life";
"We wait in hope". The authors obviously recognize the importance
of language in the expression of theological thought, and there is
evidence of a unity of style and form that complement the carefully
considered ideas of the document. While I could comment on many
other aspects of the Statement that appeal to me, the seven I have
named will help, I trust, to substantiate my overall positive
assessment.

15 Ibid, p. 15.
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No actual or conceivable statement of Christian faith exists

or should exist above criticism. One could sift the language of the
Statement so finely, I suppose, as to leave no stone unturned, no
affirmation unquestioned. I have no intention of doing so, and I
hope that the church at large will resist the kind of nit-picking,
qualifying,and quibblingthat wouldend by destroyingthe integrity
and specificity of the Statement as it exists.

In one area only did I wish for something a little more daring:
ecc1esiology,with specific reference to ministry and sacraments
(notably baptism). Given the Preamble's forthright
acknowledgement of the post-Christendom status of the Christian
Movement in present-day Western societies, I had hoped to see
this reflectedin the theologyand practiceof ministryand sacrament.
I feel that it is not.

Why, in a church that can no longer assume- and should not
assume! - the automatic transference of "faith", or what passes
for faith, from one generation to the next, should the practice of
infant baptism still take precedence over the baptism of believers?
To be sure, it is nowhere actually stated in this document that
baptismis nonnally a sacramentintendedforthe receptionof infants
or little children in the "body of Christ"; but the idea is implied in
the ordering and the emphases of the Statement's discussion of
this subject - as it is in present church practice.At very least such
an assumption should be critiqued, for it is a pure carry-over from
the very "Christendom"that the Statementrightly declareshas been
and is being surpassed. So fixed in popular religious (yes, also
United Church!) pre-understanding is the notion that baptism is
for babies that adults wishing to join the church are still regularly
embarrassed by the fact that they were not "done" as infants. I do
not intend in thisbriefessayto takeon the theologyof infantbaptism
as a whole (though Karl Barth did, and in a manner that has still
not been answered by the remnants of classical ProtestantismP6);
but surely in the diaspora context of the church at the outset of the

16 The Teachingof the Church Regarding Baptism, trans. by Ernest A. Payne
(London: SCM Press, 1948).

-- --
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21stCentury we must finally face the fact that baptism, to be
meaningful, implies both experience (the experience of sin; the
experience of forgiveness and renewal) and choice. That in itself
by no means excludes infants and little children from the Christian
community (as if we could still think that ceremonial baptism
actually includes them!); but it accentuates the reality that, in our
secularized and religiously diverse social context, the decision "for
Christ" is a decision - inspired by divine prevenient grace, by all
means, but yet a decision, taken in the face of much evidence to
the contrary! I would even go so far as to say that we are not really
serious about the post-Constantinian reality of Christianity today
until we have acknowledged the baptism of believers to be the
norm.

A not-dissimilar critique should be applied, I think, to the
Statement's implicit-cum-explicit theology of ministry. While it
quite rightly affirms that ministry is part of Christian belonging
("As all Christiansare followersof Jesus, so each Christianis called
to ministry"), when it comes to the ministry of the Word and
Sacrament we hear nothing that is new. In fact, the Statement is
nowhere more in danger of stooping to boring predictability than
in its article on "ordered" ministry. ''The minister" still turns out to
be thejack-of-all-trades, the professional Christian who (one could
almost say) "does it all for you". I count no fewer than six vast
areas of work assigned to ordained ministers.I? One might have
assumed that, if the church is very serious about the ministry of
all, some of these areas could be covered by laity - and perhaps
even better than by clergy!

Why am I not surprised by this (as it seems to me) lack of
imagination and daring when it comes to ministry and sacraments?
Partly, I am not surprised because I know a little history. The great
19thCentury historian of Dogma, Adolf von Harnack, noted that
the main Reformers of the 16thCentury also failed to apply their
quite radical theologiesof grace and faith to their understanding of

17 Statement, p. 20, paragraph 2.

- -- ---
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precisely these areas. The burdensomeness of past convention is
nowhere more conspicuous than where it is compounded by the
vested interests of those who make blueprints for the future! The
status quo of centuries of stipended clergy, acting on pretty much
the same model as managers of corporations or the chairpersons of
societies, makes significant change in the conception and practice
of ministry especially difficult. We sense (surely we all sense!)
that vast change is being called for in precisely this area of Christian
concern today. For decades now we have talked about "tent-making"
ministries, collegial ministries, and many other brave notions; but
wherever such "experiments" are actually tried there is a conspiracy
of silence, and there are very few sustained attempts at trying
anything different. There is a kind of unspoken hope, on the part of
all of us who "work for the church", that the changes we suspect
are mandatory will wait until we have accumulated enough years
to collect our pensions!

The unfortunate and perhaps even tragic side of this no-doubt-
understandable reluctance to entertain real alternatives to the status-

quo is that precisely now is the time when significant changes could
be made - now while we are still sufficiently free from dire
necessity to be able actually to choose something else!

To be concrete: nearly everything in this proposed Statement
of Faith points to the fact that the greatest need within United
Church congregations today is for a broadening and (especially!) a
deepening of our understanding of the faith. The very existence of
a "new" attempt at stating our faith assumed this basic need. We
are congregations that, however, spiritually searching, are woefully
lacking both scriptural and theological awareness and depth. As
United Church people we are - perhaps exceptionally -
concerned about the great instabilities of our civilization, and active
in efforts to meet the personal and social crises of the times. But
with few exceptions we are terribly uncertain why it is that we
should manifest these concerns and make these efforts as Christians.

Moral platitudes and a few rote verses of the Bible no longer suffice
(they never did, really) to provide the intellectual, spiritual and



TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER, 2005 21

volitional impetus to confront the complex problems of our epoch.
We need theological depth (and I do not just mean more doctrine!)
if we are going to contribute what, as Christians, we can contribute
to the survival and well-being of human and creationallife.

And while such depth is possible only as a gift of the Holy
Spirit, the church from the New Testament onwards, and as its
inheritance from the wisdom and prophetic traditions of ancient
Israel, has dared to think that some human beings, called to this
particular form of service, could acquire a sufficient grasp of the
things of faith to becometeachersof others.The Reformedtradition
that is a major part of our church's heritage took this biblical
conception of ministry so seriously that it regularly referred to "the
minister" as the teaching elder of the congregation. In this it was
faithfully adapting to Christian practice the Hebraic concept of the
rabbi - a concept that Jesus himself applied to his own ministry.

Can we overcome sufficiently the essentially managerial
conception of ordered ministry by which we seem to be captivated
to recover something of this Reformed and biblical model of the
minister as teacher, theologian-of-the-congregation?If we cannot,
then we should certainly not expect a document like this Statement
to achieve any sort of hearing in our congregations. I have given
this Statement my enthusiastic endorsement - for me, some will
say, an extraordinary thing! But there is this very serious proviso:
its good theology and sensitive counsel will be lost to the church
unless there are teachers who are ready and able to struggle with it
themselves and share the results of their struggle with their
communities of discipleship.

----- --



THE DRAFT OF A NEW "STATEMENT OF
FAITH"
by Don Schweitzer

The United Church of Canada's 37th General Council
mandated the Committee on Theology and Faith "to produce the
draft of a timely and contextualstatementof faith," giving "priority
to engaging the church in conversation on the nature of the church,
... ministry and sacraments."1The draft is now circulating and the
committee is receiving responses. They will revise it as needed in
light of these and present it to the 39th General Council 2006.

The draft is not intended to replace the New Creed. It is too
lengthy to be used in worship. If accepted as a Statement of Faith,
apart fromuse in confirmation/membershipclasses and some study
groups, it will probably lie quietly like its predecessors in various
official documents and archives, surfacing only in occasional
references. Still, it is important for the United Church to have a
current Statement of Faith. From time to time it needs to be able to
point to a more developed statement of what it believes than the
brevity of a creed allows. This draft, should it be accepted in
something like its present form, will likely serve this purpose well.

The present state of the church: marginal or liminal?
In the preamble to the draft, the Christian church is described

as having been "rendered marginal to the concerns" of Western
society and to be "separated ... from the centre of power" (p.8).
The UnitedChurch's relationshipto Canadiansocietyhas changed.
In what follows, I will try to show how this is reflected in the draft.
But the United Church of Canada has not yet become marginal in
most parts of English speaking Canada. Rather, it has entered a
liminal state.

IFaith Talk II: A Draft Statement of Faith For Discussion and Response.
(Producedby theCommitteeonTheologyandFaith,The UnitedChurchof Canada,
January 2005) p. 4. All subsequent references to this document are given directly
in the text.

---
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Christian faith is not as influential in Canadian society as it
was fIfty years ago. The pattern of the Christian mosaic in Canada
has also changed. Denominations like the United Church have
declined in membershipand social influence. The Roman Catholic
and some conservative evangelical churches have increased in
membership, and other religions are now accepted as part of
Canadian society. Yet, though the United Church is no longer as
influential as it once was, it still retains significant membership,
resources and social power. Describing the church's situation as
marginal obscures this. Taking regional differences into account,
it is generallyspeakingmore accurate to say that the UnitedChurch
at present is in a liminal or "in-between" state.2 It is out of its
previously accustomed relation to Canadian society and not yet in
a clearly dermed new one.

Church and Sect.

Some aspects of this liminality can be analyzed using Ernst
Troeltsch's typology of "church" and "sect". This typology has
been much used to analysechurches in terms of their social function
and social position, and has been subject to criticism. Our interest
here is in the way Troeltsch used these terms to denote different
types of Christian community with characteristically distinct
theological emphases.3A "church" emphasizes forgiveness of sin
and understands Jesus primarily as the Redeemer,4who creates
community amongst disparate peoples through his reconciling
work. This type relativizes the moral demands of the gospel and
makes acceptance of its doctrinal teaching the key to belonging to
it.

2Sang Hyun Lee, "Pilgrimage and Home in the Wilderness of Marginality:
Symbols and Context in Asian American Theology," in The Princeton Seminary
Bulletin Vol. XVI No. 1 (New Series 1995) p. 52.

3Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching Of The Christian Churches Vol. II (New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1960) p. 462.

4Ibid., p. 994.
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In a "sect" Jesus is understood primarily as the moral teacher
and example one should follow.5 According to Troeltsch, "sects"
emphasize obedience to the ethics of the gospel as the hallmark of
Christian identity and position themselves in opposition to
surrounding society. They "do not wish to be popular churches,
but Christian denominations composed of 'saints' ."6 People are
baptized as infants in a "church", but they must choose to join a
"sect", and continue to demonstrate their 'new birth' and
commitment to Christ? through striving for moral righteousness.
"Churches" seek to transform societies by becoming an integral
part of them. "Sects" seek to change societies from without, by
calling them to repentance.

The liminality of the United Church.
The United Church came into being as members of four

different Christian organizations joined together in an attempt to
become a "church" that would include the majority of protestant
Canadians in its membership and serve in priestly and prophetic
ways as the civil religion for most of Canadian society.8Despite
this intention the resulting United Church remained very much a
"denomination" in that its ideological outlook was being restricted
to that of a non-religious social group with which it was primarily
aligned.9In its vision of what it should be an influence for, and
what Canada as a country should be, the United Church remained
a solidly middle class and British denomination. This dream of
being Canada's national church was pragmatically successful as a
guiding vision for the United Church in the decades following its
formation.

5Ibid.,p. 994.
6Ibid.:p. 998.
'Ibid.: p. 993.
8PhyllisAirhart, "A 'Review' of the United Church of Canada's 75 years," in

Touchstone Vol. 18No.3 (September 20(0) pp. 20-24.
9H. Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (New York:

Meridian Books, 1929)p. 25.
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The wheels had begun to fall off this dream by the end of the
1970s, for three main reasons. The first was the massive cultural

shifts and the resulting restructuring of religion that began in the
1960s, when Canadian society entered a time of creative social
chaos.1OThese cultural shifts displaced Christian faith from the
centre of Canadian society and initiated a decline that still continues
in the United Church of Canada's membership. While religion
continued to be of significant interest in Canadian society, it was
no longer a major concern. By the end of the 1960s, the importance
of Christian churches as social and cultural institutions was sharply
diminished. The divide between Protestants and Catholics had

ceased to be a major cultural fault line and a significant factor for
national unity within Canada.11This change in social environment
seriously undermined the hope of any Christian organization
functioning as a "church" in Troeltsch's sense in Canadian society.

A second reason for the end of this dream was the breaking
off of union talks with the Anglican Church of Canada in 1975.
Despite declining membership, participation and social influence,
the dream of being the Canadian Protestant church could continue
to function in the short tenn as the United Church's guiding vision
as long as union talks with the Anglicans seemed to be moving
towards fruition. After these came to an end, while the United
Church remained large, it would henceforth have to imagine its
future as one Protestant denomination amongst others.

The third major reason for the ending of the United Church's
dream of being a national "church" was a doctrinal development
that took place within it and other Canadian denominations during
the 1970s. Throughout this decade, special interest groups like
Project North and the Taskforce on Churches and Corporate
Responsibility emerged as significant ecumenical ventures
advocating radical mission goals and seeking and receiving

IODouglas John Hall, "Christianity and Canadian Contexts: Then and Now," in
Intersecting Voices edited by Don Schweitzer and Derek Simon (Ottawa, ON:
Novalis, 2004) pp. 19-26.

IIJohnWebsterGrant, The Church in the CanadianEra (Burlington,ON: Welch
Publishing Company Inc., 1988) p. 203.

-- --
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considerable media attention. Through these groups the ethical
ideal of the preferential option for the poor and a conflictual social
analysis were expressed in direct action with the official backing
of the United Church of Canada and others, in relation to issues
like apartheid and concerns of First Nations peoples that were
receiving significant public attention at the time. When Christian
organizations "take direct action in the public sphere, it tends to
be divisive"lz in ways that conflict with being a "church" in
Troeltsch's sense, which prioritizes unity and relativizes moral
standards. At the same time the preferential option for the poor
became popular at least at a rhetorical level amongst many
academics,clergy,lay people,church leaders and theologystudents
through the influence of political, liberation and feminist
theologies. All this complicated the United Church's relationship
to the surrounding Canadian society.

Together these developments ended any dream of the United
Church's being the national protestant church of Canada. By the
middle of the 1990s the realities of life in the United Church of

Canada could no longer support this as a guiding vision. Belonging
to and participating in the United Church had become a matter of
active choice. 13 The United Church now exists largely as a voluntary
community, in a relation to surrounding society akin to that of a
"sect". It has taken on some sectarian characteristics as a result,
yet its identity as a "church" is deeply ingrained and still persists
in much of its theology, polity and pastoral practice. As a result it
experiences the liminalityor "in-betweenness" of being a "church"
in a sectarian setting.

The liminal situation of the church reflected in the draft
This liminal state is reflected in the draft by the lack of

theological unity that was present in its predecessors. Repeatedly

12RobertWuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1988) p. 131.

13PamelaDickeyYoung,Re-creating the Church, Harrisburg, PA:Trinity Press
International, 2000) p. 39.

- ---



TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER, 2005 27

the draft adopts a both/and strategy to accommodate contrasting
theological emphases arising from its state of in-betweenness. For
instance, its confession of God as "Father, Son and Holy Spirit"
reflects a "church" emphasis on continuity with the wider
ecumenicalcommunityand Christiantradition.Thisis immediately
supplemented, out of a concern forjustice as inclusion and respect
for others, with descriptions of God such as "Mother, Friend, and
Comforter" (p.9). This both/and strategy is also present in the
section on Christology.Here a lengthydescriptionof Jesus as moral
example, calling his followers to a life of radical love, is followed
by an incamational and cosmic Christology in which God and
humanity are understood to be already reconciled in Christ (p.13-
14). This occurs again in the section on the church, where being
the church is described both as an ethical task to be fulfIlled, and
as a gift of grace which people receive in spite of their brokenness
(p.17-l8).

In some respects these contrasts reflect a tension at the heart
of the Jewish and Christianfaithsbetween the moraland transmoral
nature of God, marked in Lutheran and Reformed theological
traditions with the distinction between law and gospel.A "church"
emphasizes the transmoral nature of the Gospel, the justification
of sinners by grace in spite of their sin. A "sect" emphasizes the
demand for moral righteousness.Each is rootedin a differentaspect
of the gospel.

In previous statementsof faith producedby the UnitedChurch
of Canada, the emphasis on moral righteousness was subordinated
to a doctrinal emphasis onjustification by grace and unity in Christ
in a way typical of a "church". These previous statements were
written when the United Church had a clear sense of itself as a

"church", and this was reflected in its thought, organization and
conduct. Today the United Church finds itself in a liminal state,
no longer what it once was and unsure of what it can or should be.
The both/and strategy in the draft reflects this.
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The Otherness of God.
This tension between theological emphases representative of

"church" and "sect" also surfaces in another way. Here the draft
might benefit from some revision. The draft is "church" like in its
underlying structure, beginning with a statement on God, then
moving on to creation, sin, Jesus as the Christ, the Holy Spirit, the
church, and ending with an eschatology that speaks of expecting
something new from God that will bring creation to fulfillment.
However, there is tremendous emphasis on the Spirit in the draft.
A section on the Spirit's work precedes that on Christology, and
another section on the Spirit follows it, leading into that on the
church. In some ways this represents a welcome and important
recognition that the Spirit prepares the way for Jesus and inspired
him, as well as working to actualize the new reality that he brings
and makes possible. But this emphasis on the Spirit also harbours
the danger of a loss.

The first section on the Spirit sits where one might have
expected a section on God as Creator and Redeemer. At present,
theologies which describe Jesus simply as the bearer of the Spirit
who is present to and in each of us, like those of Carter Heyward
and Tom Harpur,14are popular with many in the United Church. In
these theologies, Jesus as the Christ is simply paradigmatic of the
potential present within every person, not the revealer of the truth
by which the presence of the Spirit can be discerned. Here the
truth of Jesus is what he embodies of the Spirit that is already
known from elsewhere. These theologies tend to reduce the triune
God to the Holy Spirit, who is present throughout creation but not
radically transcendent to it. As Spirit God is relational, increasing
with the making of right relations and the fulfilment of human
potential, decreasing when these are destroyed, perverted or
ignored. These theologies of the Spirit emphasize ethical
righteousness as a hallmark of Christian identity. So far so good.

."Carter Heyward, Saving Jesus From Those Who Are Right (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1999); Tom Harpur, The Pagan Christ: Recovering The Lost
Light (Toronto: Thomas Allen, 2004).

-
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But reducing God to the Spirit moving through creation leads
to a loss of the radical otherness of God as witnessed to in the

Hebrew Bible and in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Spirit
God guides, inspires and even corrects us. But this purely immanent
God does not interrupt us, fundamentally challenging our notions
of goodness, truth and justice. Contemporary emphases on God as
Spirit correctly see God as present throughout creation, and that
what happens in and to the world makes a difference to God. But
without a corresponding sense of the transcendence of God, these
too often restrict God to what can be conceived within modem

Western notions of truth and justice. 15

So confident are these theologies of their modem notions that
they do not allow them to be questioned by a God who can bring
into being things that are not. The result is a loss of meaning for all
those who are suffering ills and losses beyond the reach of human
care, and a subtle imperialism towards those who are culturally
other and who stand in the way of what Westerners consider
progress. Theologies that reduce Christian identity simply to ethical
righteousness can never fully grasp the meaning of the history of
residential schools, that this is what Christians did often with the
best of intentions and operating by their best guiding concepts of
justice and truth.16 The striving for moral righteousness, a
commitment to peace and justice, must always be part of Christian
identity. But this needs to be framed within a sense of the radical
otherness of God who forgives sinners, who accepts the
unacceptable, who brings hope to the hopeless, who can lift up the
fallen when they have no strength in themselves. The God of Jesus
Christ is present in the Spirit throughout creation, but also comes
from beyond it; as interruption, as unexpected and unexplainable
consolation and joy, as a courage to love that comes from a creative
and salvific presence greater than one's self.

ISDavid Tracy, On Naming The Present (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1994):,41.

16JessieOliver, 'The Bitter TeardropsFall," in Touchstone Vol. 16 No.2 (May
1998), pp.12-15.
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This otherness of God does come to expression in the draft,
in the description of God "who promises a future good beyond
imagining" (p.20), and in the framing description of God as Holy
Mystery. But there could be stronger affirmation of God as one
who creates out of nothing, who interrupts even the most
progressive civilizations and brings hope to their victims, and who
accepts and gives to the unacceptable with radical grace. This is
not a call to affirm God as possessing and acting at will with
inscrutable omnipotence.A moral commitment is embedded in the
identity of God revealed in the Hebrew Scripturesl7and in Jesus
Christ.The gloryof Godis notpowerper se,but love that is stronger
than sin and death, that calls creation into being and finds further
expression in the beauty of the world and the love shared by its
inhabitants. This love is not sentimentality,but the power of divine
goodness to create beauty and express and fulfill itself despite the
resistance and assaults of sin and evil. It comes as a gift that
transgresses moral conventions in its excessive and creative
generosity.The church needs to affirm the truth of the gospel, that
God is internally related to creation, that the world and what
happens in it makes a difference to God. The draft does this well.
But the church also needs to "let God be God"18by acknowledging
the otherness of God and its own creatureliness. The draft could
emphasize this more.

Strengths of the draft.
This being said, most of the draft reads very well. It has many

striking lines that are beautiful in their evocative wording and the
vision of God they express. The section on Scripture (p.15-16)
reads particularly well, describing Scripture as normative, while
acknowledging its diversity and humanity in a way that does not
undercut this. Another strong point is the way the draft balances
continuity with the Christian tradition with contextuality in its

'7paulD. Hanson, "A New Challenge ToBiblical Theology," in Journal Of The
American Academy of Religion Vol. 67 No.2 (June 1999), pp. 454-458.

18'fracy,On Naming The Present (MaryknoU,NY: Orbis Books,1994), p. 44.

-



TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER, 2005 31

confession. It reflects a "church" emphasis on maintaining
continuity with the general tenor of Christian faith as confessed by
the United Church's ecumenicalpartners. It also reflects its context
and the demand for ethical righteousness in sections where the
sins of the present, the oppressors and their victims are named
concretely (p.17), and false understandings of the gospel are
denounced (p.20-21).

The section on Christology also reads very well. Yet in the
description of Jesus' humanity leading into the part where he is
presented as a moral example (p.12-13), there might have been
mention of how he learned from others and "discovered his

messianic secret" through his relationships with women and men
who followedhim.19 In this Jesus modelsa way of relating to others
that is important for Western Christians today, who will not discover
the truth apart from dialogue with others.

The substitutionary model of atonement.
The draft also reflects its context in another way. There is a

noticeable shift from its predecessors in its understanding of the
atonement. Article 2.7 of the Basis of Union (p.24) describes the
saving significance of Jesus chiefly in terms of the substitutionary
model of the atonement, where Jesus as the perfect sacrifice dies
on the cross to satisfy divine justice, so that the sins of the world
might be forgiven. This understanding has been severely criticized
in the past forty years for portraying God as brutal and bloodthirsty
and presenting Jesus' death as legitimating abuse and its acceptance.
The draft hints at this understanding of the atonement when it speaks
of Jesus' self-offering and links this to God's forgiveness (p.13).
But it does not expound this in detail.

This understanding of the atonement remains psychologically
powerful in certain pastoral situations. The reality of guilt that it
addresses is a continuing aspect of the human condition, and so

19JurgenMoltmann, The Way Of Jesus Christ (New York: HarperCollins, 1990)
p.146.
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the pastoral meaning of this model in terms of the forgiveness of
sin is still important. The draft's muteness around this model
recognizes that it can no longer be used. This is a problem shared
by many Christians around the globe. The problem of guilt, and
more broadly, of accepting one's self and others whom one finds
unacceptable, remains very real in the Christian life. As the
substitutionarymodelof atonementdescribeshow and why sinners
are forgiven, it provides a theological rational for forgiving and
accepting others. It offers a basis for community amongst sinners
who have offended one another. Variousauthors have shown how
this understanding of the atonementprovides an ethical imperative
and a moral source that can help guide and empower the
reconciliation needed for reconstruction to occur in societies that
have been tom apart by racism and communal violence.2oThere
are a number of tensions in Canadian society at present between
socialgroupssuch asAnglophonesand Francophones,First Nations
peoples and European-Canadians, who have tangled histories as
oppressors and victims. Constructive actions to right injustices
are required for these tensions to be resolved. But once this has
happened, the wrongs of the past still need to be forgiven for these
relationships to heal. The draft acknowledges some ofthese needs,
in particular some of the United Church's failures and its need to
repent of past and present sins, some of which are named
specifically (p.l?). The reality of guilt remains and the United
Church of Canada, like Christians everywhere, needs to find ways
to address it.21At present there really is no replacement that holds
together the moral and transmoral dimensions of the gospel as the
substitutionary model of atonement did, which speaks to this issue
so powerfully, but which is no longer useable.

2°Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996);
John De Gruchy, Reconciliation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002) pp. 44-76.

21For an excellent discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the
substitutionary model of atonement, and a fe-formulation of it as expressing God's
self-giving for humanity, see Harold Wells, The Christie Center (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 2004) pp. 156-168.

----
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What will the United Church become?
In some ways, producing a statement of faith is an exercise in

self-examination by which the church, through its committee and
the response to its work, looks at what it believes and the directions
in which it is moving. A complex entity like the United Church is
always moving in several directionsat once, in response to external
challenges and internal developments. This paper has studied only
one such trajectory. But it is an important one with wide ranging
implications for church teaching, organization and mission goals.

At present the United Church is in a liminal state. Having
functioned and thought for many years as a "church," it now finds
itself in the social position of a "sect". The days of the pure church
type in Western societies are over.22The United Church must
become something else if it is not to suffer the marginality of a
permanent and enforced liminality.23Troeltsch noted that in his
day a third type of spirituality, "a religious individualism which
has no external organization, and which has a very independent
attitude, with widely differing views of the central truths of
Christianity,"24was emerging, in part as a result of social pressures
created by modern Western industrial societies. This spirituality
is widespreadin Canada and sometimesreflectedin polls by people
who claim religious belief or identity without any participation in
a religious organization. The draft does not point in this direction.
While acknowledging pluralism in Christian belief, it remains
focused on the central themes and narratives of the Bible where

the identity of God becomes clear, and it emphasizes that genuine
faith is expressed in public witness and participation in corporate
worship.

22'J'roeltsch, The Social Teaching Of The Christian Churches Vol. II, p. 1008.
23Fora description of the dysfunction caused in Baptist churches in the Maritimes

in the early 1800s by the opposite kind of marginality, that of being a sect in a
church setting, see S.D. Clark, Church and Sect in Canada (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1948) p.249, pp. 260-261.

24Troeltsch, The Social Teaching Of The Christian Churches Vol. I,p. 381.

-----------
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In the past, "sects" in Canada have become "churches" and
have emerged out of "churches" in response to changing social
conditions.25But social setting alone will not determine what the
United Church becomes. Types such as "church" and "sect" are
created by doctrinal impulses as much as by social circumstances.
In many ways the United Church continues to uphold the decision
to be a church open to the world,26 based on doctrines like
justification by grace and the goodness of creation, that has been
characteristic of the "church" type since Christianity ceased to be
a Jewish sect and become a Gentile religion.Also, while the United
Church can no longer hope to be the national protestant church, it
retains from its founding vision an unwillingness to be satisfied
with being one denomination amongst many. It remains a largely
middle class institution,yet it continues to demonstrateadaptability
and flexibility in reaching out to include members of ethnic
minorities, different classes and sexual orientations as full
members. It recognizes that the church is called to embody our
oneness in Christ in its social organization, and thus to be a sign to
the world of unity and solidarity in the midst of conflict.

The United Church's position in relation to surrounding
societyhas also changed in part becauseof a doctrinaldevelopment
shared in part with other Canadian denominations.27Hopefully, as
people work to maintain its membership, many will continue to
uphold the preferential option for the poor, the radical commitment
to social justice and the conflictual approach to social analysis
that go with it. This is present in parts of the draft (p.17, 21). It
conflicts with some of the universalizing tendencies of a "church"
and tends to impede church growth. But it is faithful to the way of
Jesus.

25Clark, Church and Sect in Canada, pp. 258-272, 303-304.

26Jurgen Moltmann, The Church In The Power Of The Spirit (New York: Harper
& Row, 1977): 318.

27Gregory Baum, Compassion and Solidarity: The Church for Others (New
York: Paulist Press, 1990),pp. 51-69.

---



A RESPONSE FROM THE TRENCHES TO A
DRAFT STATEMENTOF FAITH
by Foster Freed

By way of full disclosure, right at the outset: it seems only
fair to acknowledge that my response toA Draft Statementof Faith
is coloured by the fact that I harbored serious doubts - from the
moment the project was announced - as to the wisdom of the
United Church's attempting to produce a new Statementof Faith at
this particular juncture in our denomination's comparatively brief
history.

On the one hand, I have found myself wondering whether a
new statement of faith is really what the United Church needs at
this point in time: in other words, even if we were to succeed in
drafting an adequate statement, I fear that it would not be put to
good use. On the other hand, given the mind-numbing theological
diversity that currently jostles for a platform within the bosom of
the United Church of Canada, I have doubted that an even vaguely
orthodoxstatementof faith wouldemergefromthis sortof a process
at such a time as this. The latter concern is especially momentous
for someone like myself: someone who does not have a whole lot
of difficulty with the 1940 Statement of Faith (nor, for that matter,
with the 1925Basis of Union),but who has every reasonto presume
that he might, indeed, have difficulty with the sort of statement of
faith the United Church would be likely to unfurl at the present
time. Nevertheless! While it is impossible for me confidently to
predict the extent to which the first of my fears will be adequately
addressed (will a new statement of faith be put to good use?), I can
confidently state - with no small amount of surprise - that the
first public draft of the new Statement of Faith is far better than I
would ever have imagined possible.

It is, I hasten to add, also far better than the Preamble that
precedes the actual Statement:a Preamble that attempts to provide
a context in which to understand the Statement itself. Helpfully
noting that this draft Statement of Faith is hardly the first time that

- - --- --
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the United Church has attempted to "formally" express "its
collective faith"!, the Preamble, alas, creates what I can only
describe as a misleading impression of the United Church of
Canada in this first decade of the 21stcentury. As John Webster
Grant remarked back in 1990, as the United Church celebrated its
65thanniversary: ". ..there has been a widespread impression that
the United Church comes in two editions, a hard-cover official
one expressing decided opinions on a great variety of subjects and
a loose-leaf one with which almost anyone can be comfortable."2
There can be no doubting the fact that the Preamble - as well as
select portions of the draft Statement of Faith - attempt to give
voice to the "hard-cover" version, citing "the market economy"
(along with the contemporaryglobal "climate of terror") as perhaps
the key backdrops against which the draftStatementof Faith needs
to be read.

Having previously gone on record to express grave concerns
with the United Church's stance on social and economic questions,
I have no desire to belabor the point in the present context.3 Two
concerns, however, do need briefly to be raised. First: the United
Church's war against the market economy leads to a diminished
- indeed an alarmingly monochromatic - understanding of sin,
an understanding that affects not only the Preamble but the draft
Statement of Faith itself. That much human sinfulness is, in fact,
rooted in covetousness and greed is not to be doubted. But surely
there is still room in a contemporary statement of Christian faith
for the narning of those other forms of sinful inclination that

I Would it not be more appropriate to speak of our "corporate" rather than of
our "collective" faith, given the troubling connotations of the latter term, in contrast
to the deep Christian roots of the former term?

2John Webster Grant, "What's Past is Prologue," in Voices and Visions: 65

Years of the United Church of Canada, (Toronto: United Church Publishing
House, 1990) p. 137.

31nterested readers are referred to my essay, "Lament for a Palm Sunday Church:
Reflections on the Political Captivity of the Churches", published in the March
2003 issue of Theological Digest and Outlook, pages 3-10. That essay can also
be found on the website of The Acton Institute at www.acton.org/programs/
students/essay/2003/second.html.
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continue to plague humanity, including our propensity to sexual
sin (or has that entire category of sin now become - in ways
Oscar Wilde would never have anticipated - the one that dare not
speak its generic name?), as well as the seductive ideological
fixations (of which idealization of the free-market is hardly the
most dangerous) that repeatedly produce large-scale human
suffering. Second: from my perspective, there is a worrisome
disconnect between the "hard-cover" portions of the Preamble,
and the vast bulk of the actual Statement, which certainly appears
to be shaped by quite different concerns than the economic and
political ones that occupy centre stage in the Preamble.

The obvious comparison is with the Barmen Declaration that
was ratified by the German Evangelical Church in May 1934.The
Preamble to that Statement of Faith also clarifies the historical

(i.e. the political) context that gave birth to the Declaration;
appropriately, the six substantive paragraphs of Barmen stand in
the closest possible relationship to the political context defined in
Barmen's preamble.4In contrast, the United Church of Canada's
draft Statementof Faith - apart from a selecthandful of explicitly
political passages - is largely shaped by a very different context
than the one emphasized in the Preamble: the context of a
"sophisticated" post-modem bourgeois Western culture, a culture
that poses peculiar challenges to the life of faith. As Jaroslav
Pelikan explains:

In a time when faith itself has become problematical to so many serious and
thoughtful seekers - for whom the confidence of the traditional confes-
sional formula, "We believe, teach, and confess," has been replaced by the
poignant cry of the anguished father in the Gospel story, "I believe; help my
unbelief!" - the role of confession of faith cannot avoid being a problem-
aticone.s

Alas, the Preamble does a half-hearted job of naming that dimension
of the challenge our Church presently faces: a challenge that

4"The Barmen Declaration (1934)", in Creeds of the Churches, Third Edition,

ed. by John H. Leith, (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1982), pp. 517-522.

sJaroslav Pelikan, Credo, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), p. 486.

-- ---
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continually rears its head - if not within the rarefied precincts of
the UnitedChurch's "hard-cover" officialversion- most certainly
in the precincts of the "loose-leaf' unofficial version of the United
Church where most of my congregants hang their hats. Seemingly
oblivious to the ongoing challenge created for the church by the
use of critical-historical methodology in every branch of theology,
also failing to make explicit reference to the quintessential
modernist (i.e. scientific) challenge to faith, the Preamble does-
to its credit - offer a passing nod toward faith's quintessential
post-modem challenge, religious pluralism. Unfortunately,neither
the Statementof Faith nor the Preamble devote sustained attention
to that question: the sort of attention that would be required for
authentic light to be shed on the complex issue the Preamble names
as the "question of truth", an unavoidable question given the
religiouspluralismof the contemporaryCanadianscene.And while
it may just be the case - as the Preamble would have it - that
"believing that our faith is grounded in truth.. .need not deny the
truths of others," that proposition (if it is to prove cogent let alone
compelling) would need to have been unpacked at much greater
length than either the Preamble or The Statement of Faith attempt. 6

That having been said, the good news is that much of the
Statement of Faith belies the limitations one would anticipate on
the basis of the numerous concerns raised by the document's
Preamble. Fail though it may at providing a satisfactory
epistemological foundation for its reframing of the Christian faith,
it remains my contention that the draft Statement of Faith makes
an honest effort (and largely succeeds in that effort) at speaking a
word both genuinelyfaith-filled and genuinelyfaithful to the wider

6Aware, as I am, that the "length" of the draft Statement is a concern for some,
my own instinct is that most, if not all of the problematic portions of the Statement
- including its problematic treatment of sin, and its superficial treatment of
truth-could be corrected through a discreet lengthening of the matters in
question. Concerned readers ought to remember that a "statement of faith" does
not serve quite the same function as a far briefer - and easily memorized -
creedal statement such as The Apostle's Creed or the United Church's own A
New Creed.
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Christian tradition. More to the point, it manages to speak that
faithful word in (largely unacknowledged) response to the
contemporary "culture of unbelief', a cultural climate that poses a
special threat to a middle-class, culturally conforming Church
which, whether we like to acknowledge it or not, is precisely what
the United Church of Canada remains, our overheated political
rhetoric notwithstanding.I therefore want to highlight three aspects
of the draft Statement of Faith that I found especially encouraging.

I want first to comment on the Statement's treatment of God,
not a bad place to begin since a confession of faith's approach to
that most fundamentalof theological concerns, is bound to provide
a pretty accurate read on most of the other issues that confession
will be addressing. As I continue to read and reflect on the draft
Statement of Faith, I am increasingly struck by two facets of its
"doctrine" of God.

The first involves the use of the phrase, "Holy Mystery" as a
way of naming the Divine. The opening words of the Statement
affirm that "God is Holy Mystery"; the Statement's closing
affirmation invites us to bear "witness to Holy Mystery that is
Wholly Love"; in between, the draft Statement of Faith prefers to
name the Divine as "Holy Mystery" over any alternative
formulation. Aware as I am of the discomfort this phrase has
produced in some conservative United Church circles, it is a turn
of phrase with which I am entirely at ease.Tosomeextent, I suspect
that my Jewish roots are showing, given the great reticence with
which Judaism has traditionally tended to name the divine. And
yet, even from the standpoint of a vigorous Christian orthodoxy, I
am convinced that the draft Statement of Faith is attempting to say
what the Church at its best has always wanted to say: namely, that
all of our words, all of our formulations, all of our
conceptualizations inevitably fall short of the reality of God. Now,
to be fair: if that were the only affirmation the draft Statement
were prepared to venture concerning God, then I most certainly
would have a problem. On the contrary, the Statement is most
certainly prepared to venture further, much of that venture taking
an explicitly Trinitarian turn, indeed, striking a stance that isfar

- - -- - - - -
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more Trinitarian than any previous United Church faith statement
with which I am familiar. Which leads me to the somewhat

surprising conclusion (it certainly took me by surprise!) that the
draft Statement of Faith, far from representing a break with
Christian orthodoxy, may mark a cautious turn toward greater
orthodoxy, provided one is prepared to countenance a style of
orthodoxy that seeks to "explore" the depths of the divine mystery,
without ever presuming to exhaust the mystery.7

That style also accounts for what is likely to be the initial
thing most first time readers of the draft Statement will be struck
by: the draft document's use of a "poetic" rather than a
"propositional" idiom. A skeptic could, of course, deride this as
nothing more than a function of a particular choice of type-setting;
surely no one will be surprised to learn that there is nothing here
to rival Milton, Blake or Eliot! And yet, there is something to be
said for an approach to Christian truth-telling that resembles a
book of verse more closely than it resembles a text-book in, say,
the field of logic. Nor was I troubled by what will no doubt prove
to be, at least in some circles, the controversial decision to provide
alternativeTrinitarianformulas,all of them set againstthe backdrop
of an unflinching acclamation (a acclamation made "with the
Church through the ages") of God "as one and triune: Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit." While I can understand why some will feel
betrayed by a confession of faith that even hints at the possibility
of alternative formulations for the Holy Trinity, I am delighted
with a Statement of Faith that is prepared to name "Trinity" as
"the one God who is the fully shared life at the heart of the

7As someone who clearly celebrates a measure of epistemological humility in a
Christian confessional statement, I was especially troubled by that handful of
places in which the draft Statement came across as smug. Not surprisingly, those
places were uniformly connected to our church's so-called "prophetic" ministry.
In an especially painful passage, having confessed the "foibles" (in contrast to
the faith) of our fathers, we seem to be invited to give ourselves a metaphorical
pat on the back, proclaiming: ".. .now we choose to listen to our neighbours in
faith, to respect them and the integrity of their understanding, to work together
for a whole earth of peace and justice." My, aren't "we" wonderful!
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universe."s Indeed: if Barth was right to maintain that the core
Christian proclamationis groundedin that mostbasic of theological
affirmations-"God is"9-then there is much for which to be

grateful in the draft Statement of Faith.
That gratitude rightly extends to a second critical area: the

draft Statement's richly nuanced and solidly framed Christology.
When I began my study of the draft Statement of Faith, I started
with this section, since my ability to live comfortably with the
documentwould largelystandor fallon the basis of this one section.
I was positively impressed after a first perusal of this section;
subsequent readings have only increased my appreciation. Indeed,
this is the juncture at which I feel the need to express the fervent
hope that orthodox leaningUnited Church respondents,will leaven
their criticisms of the draft Statement with a measure of caution.
When one considers the full theological breadth of the United
Church's theological and Christological spectrums, it does not take
a nuclear scientist to imagine the sort of Christology that might
have been incorporated into a contemporary United Church
statement of faith.Withthat prospect in mind, conservativesshould
not be too quick to condemn a Christological exposition
(unconventional though it may be) that does not fail to affirm a

81do wish, however, that the committee will consider tweaking a phrase that is
found in the second paragraph of the draft Statement. It is here, in this paragraph,
that God is named as "Father, Son, and Holy Spirit," an affirmation that is
preceded by three short phrases that provide a Biblical foundation for the
traditional Trinitarian formula. The middle statement, dealing with the second
person of the Trinity, currently reads: God is ".. .known in the life, death, and
resurrection of the child of Wisdom, Jesus the Christ." I understand, and am not
entirely unsympathetic with, the desire to incorporate Wisdom themes into a
revitalized Statement of Faith. Unfortunately, by emphasizing - at this
particular point in the Statement of Faith - the connection between Jesus and
Wisdom, rather than the connection between Jesus and "the one whom Jesus
called Father", the logic of the traditional Trinitarian language is undermined.
At the very least, would it not be possible to rewrite that second statement to
read that God is "...known in the life, death, and resurrection of the child of
Wisdom, child of Mary, child of the Father, Jesus the Christ"?

9Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics. Volume lI.i., trans. by Parker, Johnston, et
al., (Edinburgh: T.&T. Clark, 1957) p.257.

-------
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single one of the great Christological themes that ought to be part
of any full-blooded Christian confessional statement.10

Nor should anyone be confused by the methodology that is
employed in this - and other sections - of the document. Given
contemporary interest in historical research, interest that is
manifested inside as well as outside the church, the decision to
formulate a "Christology from below" is the right decision. Not
that the draft Statement is shy about making more traditional
affirmations about the Christ, including affirmation of the
incarnation ("By becoming fleshin Jesus, God enters creation... "),
the atonement ("In Jesus' crucifixion, God bears the sin, grief and
suffering of the world"), and the resurrection ("In Jesus'
resurrection, God overcomes death, reconciles and makes all
creation new, faithful to what God in love has created"). What this
document attempts to provide might best be described as an
"integrated" Christology: one that attempts to do justice to the
"Jesus of history" without shortchanging the "Christ of faith".
Indeed, in a manner some might call naIve - although I was
entirely satisfied with it - the draft Statement seeks to bridge the
chasm between the historical Jesus and the risen Christ, affirming
- in solidly orthodox fashion - their intimate and inseparable
connection.

Ironically,the onlycriticismI can make of the draftStatement's
Christology,involvesits failure to lay an adequate"Old Testament"
foundation for that Christology. Indeed, in my judgment the
weakest section of the draft Statement of Faith is the one that

IOSomereaders will object that the Draft Statement makes no reference to the
Virgin Birth: indeed, that the Statement includes not even one reference to Mary
of Nazareth. Given the state of my own personal Mariology, I mourn that loss as
much as anyone within the United Church. That having been said, the purpose of
the draft Statement is to reflect the lived faith of the United Church of Canada.
Those of us who yearn to see the great Marian themes (including the
Christologically weighty theme of the Virgin Birth) playa role in some future
United Church statement of faith, must first engage in a great deal of "grass-
roots" advocacy, before we will be entitled to lobby for the inclusion of such
themes within a statement of the United Church's corporate faith.
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immediately precedes the section on "Christ, Redeemer and
Reconciler." Traditionally,Christian theology seeks to explore the
unique vocation of God's chosen people, Israel, as a prelude to its
exploration of the unique vocation of God's chosen One, Jesus.
However, in place of that discussion in the current draft of the
Statement of Faith, is an extended section bearing the title, "Spirit
and Wisdom". Given that "wisdom" really never makes an
appearance in the body of the text which follows that heading, it is
an exceedingly misleading title, one that seems designed to
"placate" a particularconstituency.More importantly,the emphasis
on the role of the Spirit at this particular juncture subtly distorts
the actual nature of what the draft Statement rightly refers to as
"the true witness" of "the Old or First Testament." Given the fact

that the very first affirmation in the Christological section names
Jesus "a Jew born in an obscure corner of the Roman Empire"-
and given the extent to which the United Church has worked
diligently these past years to arrive at a truer understanding of
Jewish faith and faithfulness-I hope this section of the Statement
of Faith will be reconceived, that it might bear a more "faithful
witness" to the great themes of covenant and election, law and
prophecy, that are the real heart of the Old Testament's witness. In
the process, such a move can only serve to strengthen the already
strong Christology which is one of the draft StatementS real assets.

I hasten to add that there are other strong sections to be found
throughout the document.I was especiallystruckby the document's
treatment of Scripture in a section which, despite its appropriate
treatment of the Bible as a human artifact, does not hesitate to
affirm "the words of scripture" as "God's gift". I also appreciated
the sections that contained carefully crafted affirmations of
worship-in-generaland of the core Christian sacramentsof baptism
and communionin particular.And thereis more.Withoutneglecting
the unique contemporary challenge of discipleship, the draft
Statement (in its more generous moments!), offers a strong
affirmation of "the cloud of witnesses" that "bequeaths to us
experiences and expressions of faith". Without shortchanging the

-
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work of lay-ministry, the draft Statement offers an unflinching
affirmation of ordered ministry. And, without backing away from
the call to work for social and environmental justice in the here
and now (how could a United Church document not issue such a
call?!), the draft Statement is quite clear in its eschatological
insistence that "we place our hope in God, who promises a future
good beyond imagining". Is the document, in attempting to hold-
together all of these divergent tendencies, simply trying to be all
things to all people? That, of course, is a distinct possibility. But
surely another way of saying very much the same thing, only less
pejoratively, is to suggest that the logic of the draft Statement (at
its best) is the deeply inclusive, profoundly "catholic" logic that
has always informed the church (at its best), even in its most
Protestant of guises.

Rather thanexamineany of the draftStatements other sections
in detail, however, I want to bring these reflections to a close by
noting- and commending- one of the document's other features,
one that could readily be overlooked. Unlike the 1925 Basis of
Union, and unlike the 1940 Statement of Faith, the draft Statement
of Faith is set in an explicitly confessional context. In the draft
Statements second paragraph, we read: "Grateful for God's loving
action, we cannot then be silent; in awe and trust we speak of
God." The document concludes in much the same way: "...we
who are friends of Jesus cannot be silent; grateful for God's loving
action, in awe and trust, creating and seeking relationship, we
witness to Holy Mystery that is Wholly Love." The significance
of the decision to "frame" the draft Statement in that way ought
not to be missed. As Pelikan notes in his recently published study
guide to the "creeds and confessions of faith in the Christian
tradition":

Creeds and confessions of faith have their origin in a twofold Christian im-
perative, to believe and to confess what one believes. The term creed comes
from the first, the term confession of faith from the second. 11

IIPelikan, p. 35.

- ---
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Insisting that "... the relation between believing and confessing is
at once very close and very complex," Pelikan approvingly quotes
theologian Miroslav Volf, to the effect that:

Without personal identification with Jesus Christ, cognitive specification of
who he is remains empty; without cognitive specification of who Jesus Christ
is, however, personal identification with him is blind. 12

I invite you to permit the second half ofVolf's two-pronged assertion
to stand as a refutation of those who question the need for a church
such as ours to wrestle with difficult theological fonnulations. But
I also invite you to permit the first prong to serve as a reminder of
the ultimate pointlessness of any creed (no matter how finely tuned)
if, once fonnulated, it simply gathers dust on the shelf. Alert readers
will, no doubt, have noticed the extent to which that last remark
brings these reflections full circle, returning to the very question I
posed at the outset. Assuming that we do manage to get it "right",
assuming that we succeed in ratifying a statement of faith that will
be both contemporary and truthful, will it be put to good use? While
that may seem an excessively practical question for a theological
journal, it is not an unimportant question. On the contrary, my own
impression is that the pockets of "vitality" that can presently be
found in various comers of the United Church, tend to be located
in those sectors of the church that have embraced the challenge of
renewed praxis. In some instances that renewed emphasis on praxis
is taking root through the sort of small-group ministry Tom Bandy
and Bill Easum have been advocating for over a decade. In other
instances, Michael Foss' Power Surge, with its six marks of
discipleship, is providing the impetus for renewal of personal and
corporate practice13. Still others have been inspired by the
"rediscovery" of a "life of faith" that is central to Marcus Borg's
most recent book, The Heart of Christianityl4. And others still have

'2Jbid.,p. 53
'3Michael W. Foss, Power Surge: 6 Marks of Discipleship for a Changing

Church, (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Publishing, 2000).
14Marcus ], Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith,

(San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 2004).
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found inspiration in Dorothy Bass' Practicing our Faith, and the
spin-off titles that have now begun to appear under the "practicing
our faith" mantle.15 Hopefully what one discerns in each of these
"movements" is not so much a swing away from a dying
"orthodoxy" to a resurgent "orthopraxis" (surely the United Church
is far too rebellious in its Protestantism to countenance any such
thing I), but rather a deep yearning for cohesive church renewal: in
short, renewal in which theoria and praxis (theology and practice)
will have an opportunity to inform and reinforce one another!
Something of that sort, I hasten to add, remains my ultimate hope
for the draft Statement of Faith. In addition to the changes that I
would like to see made to the Statement as it undergoes the
inevitable process of revision, my real hope is that a new Statement
of Faith (properly disseminated and put to good use!) might make
a significant contribution to our church's genuine renewal. That a
creedal statement - that a confession of faith - might play such
a role (provided that it is not permitted simply to gather dust!) is
not to be doubted. As Jaroslav Pelikan, who likely knows more
about Christian creeds and confessions of faith than anyone else
on the planet, helpfully reminds us:

When compact disks are stacked on the shelves of a record store or a living
room, there is nothing so static as CDs. In that form they can be shipped and
stored, preserved inert literally for centuries, handed down from parents to
children and grandchildren without ever being played or heard. They are a
commodity, listed in a catalogue to be bought and sold. Yet it is their very
"inertness" and static quality, their continuity, that enables them, at a mo-
ment's notice, to become suddenly dynamic in the sound of a Beethoven
quartet or Mozart's Magic Flute-or, for that matter, the Symbolum Nicaenum

of Johann Sebastian Bach's Mass in B Minor. Historically, that is precisely
what creeds and confessions of faith have repeatedly done through the cen-
turies. And they can go on doing it.16

15Dorothy C. Bass, Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People,
(San Francisco:Jossey-Bass, 1998).

16Pelikan., p. 515.
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Profile

H. GORDON HARLAND (1920-2003): Scholar,
Professor, Preacher1
by Donald E. Burke

A. Introduction
In September 1945,WorldWarII

had just concluded. The world had
been changed dramatically by the
tragic events of the previous six years.
The nuclear age had been introduced
with the use of two atomic bombs just
a month earlier and the Cold War that
would shape the world for the next
forty-five years had just begun. The
conclusion of the war brought with it
both a sense of relief that six years of
bloodshed had come to an end and a

sense of foreboding that humanity now had within its grasp
unimaginable power to destroy.

It is in this context of momentous events near the middle of
the twentiethcentury that GordonHarland, 24 years of age,entered
a classroom for the first time as an instructor in Church History
and Systematic Theology at United College, the forerunner of the
UniversityofWinnipeg.Becauseof the influx of veteransfollowing
the war, the classrooms at United College were so crowded that

IThis writer is grateful to the editor of Touchstone for the invitation to write
this profile. Gordon Harland and I became friends in the last 15 years of his life.
Others who knew him in earlier years would have a somewhat different
perspective on his life and work. I also wish to express my gratitude to the
Harland family for their willingness to share with me information about Gordon's
life to which I would not have had access otherwise. The structure of this article

follows that used by Harland in several profiles of important Christian thinkers
that he had written for Touchstone.

- - --- - -
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Harland's first classes were held in a "beer hall" across the street

from United College. Almost fifty-eight years later, in April 2003,
Gordon Harland - now full of years - taught his last class just a
few blocks away from that first classroom, atThe SalvationArmy's
William and Catherine Booth College. Even in the few months
before his death on December 8,2003, Harland was able to walk
into a classroom and dominate it.

The amazing thing about Gordon Harland was not simply his
longevity in the classroom, but the impact he had upon his students
during those years. Students from throughout his career describe
Harland's ability to inspire, challenge and mentor them. Countless
evenings of conversation in the Harland home, personal interest
in each student, the ability to see the potential in a student, and his
own passion for learning all drew students to him and shaped them.
Harland was a student's professor - hard and demanding at times,
but also part pastor, part coach and part friend. Students responded
with deep devotion to his teaching and to him personally.

Harland had an astounding record of encouraging promising
undergraduate students to consider graduate studies and of guiding
graduate students through their programs.Many students benefited
from his finely crafted letters of recommendation and personal
interventions on their behalf as they sought to gain admission to
highly regardedgraduate programs across NorthAmerica.Just one
example of his efforts was his successful attempt to open the doors
into Southern Methodist University for two outstanding Russian
students at William and Catherine Booth College. The obscurity
of this college was overcome by Harland's amazing persistence
and advocacy. It was Harland's personal recommendation that
secured the admission of one student, incredibly enough, directly
into a Ph.D. program at S.M.U. and of the other into an M.Div.
program at Perkins School of Theology.

But Gordon Harland's influence was felt not only by his
students. From early in his career, Harland's preaching had a
powerful effect upon those who heard him. He took command of
every pulpit he mounted just as he took command of every

- - -
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classroom he entered. It is no small tribute to the strength and
purpose of this man that just two years before his death, in his
eightieth year, he substituted in the pulpit of First Presbyterian
Church in Winnipeg on a weekly basis for an extended period of
time. In fact, just three weeks before his death he preached his last
sermon - an anniversary sermon on the subject of John Wesley at
Westminster United Church in Winnipeg on November 16, 2003.
His love for preaching never waned.

Supporting the teaching and preaching of Gordon Harland
was a life of scholarship that fed an insatiable thirst for knowledge.
His reading was broad and deep, covering many fields. He once
was heard to remark that he consistently read one hundred pages
per day. His personal library was extensive and he delighted in his
books. Finding a new book to add to the collection was always
treated as the discovery of a new gem. Harland's passion was to
understand and then to teach and preach.

B. A Sketch of His Life

Harry Gordon Harland was born into a family of nine other
children in the middle of the Manitoba prairie on December 27,
1920.His early years on the family farm near Treherne shaped him
profoundly.The Canadianprairieswerea hotbedof the socialgospel
movement in the early 20th century. Some of the great leaders of
Canada's social democratic movement were raised on the prairies
and were influenced profoundly by the social gospel. Just a year
before Harland's birth, the Winnipeg General Strike had shaken
the young city and nation. Harland's own social sensitivities were
shaped in this context and in his family's support for the newly-
formed Canadian CommonwealthFederation party.Deep religious
faith and concern for justice in society were joined together in this
family.The Harland household was also a place of learning. Three
of the children became clergy in the United Church of Canada.
Others made contributions in other professions. All were endowed
with outstanding intellectual and personal qualities. Such was the
environment in which the character of Gordon Harland took shape.
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To finish his secondary education, the young Gordon Harland
was sent to live with his elder brother Wesley, a United Church
minister, and his wife Agnes near Briercrest, Saskatchewan, largely
because Gordon was so intensely interested in sports that he was
neglecting his studies. It was in Briercrest that he met Ruth Jaques
who would become his wife. Wed on January 1, 1942, Gordon and
Ruth would be married for more than 60 years. They were fiercely
devoted to each other. Ruth provided a strong counterbalance and
complement to Gordon's own forceful character. She devoted
herself to raising their three children - Grant, Catherine and Paul
- while Gordon focused on his studies, teaching and preaching.
Ruth's own love of reading literature led her to complete an honours
B.A. in English as the children reached an age when time would
allow her to devote herself to study. The depth of Ruth's influence
on her children is seen in the fact that two of them (Cathy and
Paul) pursued graduate studies in English and became professors.

Gordon Harland's formal university education included a B.A.
from the University of Manitoba (1942) and a B.D. from United
College (1945). His remarkable talent and potential were
recognized so clearly by his professors at United College that upon
graduation Harland was invited to take up a teaching position in
the Faculty of Theology. For one year he served as an instructor
and then as assistant professor of Church History and Systematic
Theology. Mac Watts, the editor of this journal, who was a student
of Gordon's in the early 50s, claims that though Harland was the
youngest person on the staff of the Faculty of Theology, he quickly
became its most influential teacher. Harland taught at United
College for a decade, visiting the University of Chicago for several
summers in order to continue his studies. It was there that Harland

encountered the dynamic teaching of Reformation scholar Wilhelm
Pauck, that left a lasting impression upon him both in terms of
classroom styIe and also in engagement with the great figures of
the Reformation. And it was at Chicago that he first read seriously
the work of Reinhold Niebuhr. In later years he would describe
this as an experience of enlightenment. The thought of Niebuhr
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struck a chord deep within him. In Niebuhr's writings he had found
a language and voice that resonated deeply with his own thought.
Harland had found his intellectual mentor.

A turning-point for the Harland family came with a visit to
United College by Professor Bernhard Anderson, professor of Old
Testament at Drew University. Conversations with Gordon Harland
that went late into the night so impressed Professor Anderson that
he encouraged Harland to leave United College to take up doctoral
studies at Drew. In 1955, Gordon and Ruth Harland, together with
their three young children, ventured into an unknown future and
journeyed to Madison, New Jersey where Gordon would not only
complete his doctorate in 1959, but where he would also take up a
faculty position. Harland's doctoral dissertation was published in
1960 by Oxford University Press under the title The Thought of
Reinhold Niebuhr. At the time of its publication it was the most
thorough treatment of Niebuhr's thought and received positive
reviews. In 1968 a crisis at Drew coincided with an invitation from

the University of Manitoba for Harland to return to Winnipeg to
establish a department of Religion at his alma mater.2

Gordon Harland chaired the Department of Religion from
1968-1971 and again from 1980-1986.3 In those years he guided
the development of the Department at the University of Manitoba.
Later, when reflecting upon the principles that guided his work in
the establishment of the Department, Harland wrote:

My concern, then as now, was that we engage the depths of our religious
traditions as a way of laying hold of those energies and values that will
enrich the present, and help us shape the future. Indeed, one of the few
convictions that I have is the belief that it is only those who are in touch with
a vital heritage who possess the resources to shape a new age...This general

2For an account of the history of the Department of Religion at the University of
Manitoba, written largely by Gordon Harland, see Religious Studies in Manitoba
and Saskatchewan: A State-of-the-Art Review, ed. John M. Badertscher, Gordon

Harland and Roland E. Miller (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1993),
pp. 31-42.

3From 1971-73 Harland taught at Pennsylvania State University, returning to
the University of Manitoba in 1973.

--- - - -- -
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posture led to the further conviction that, whatever else was dealt with in the
curriculum, particular attention should be given to two things. First, atten-
tion must be given to the classical texts, persons and movements of the great
religious traditions, Eastern as well as Western; and, secondly, attention must
be given to the way in which these traditions and perspectives could engage
the great intellectual, spiritual and social issues of our time.4

The active recruitment of highly qualified faculty for the
Department and the shape of its curriculum were determined by
these convictions. Harland's own courses focused on the great
figures of the Christian tradition. His most enduring course, both
at the University of Manitoba and after his retirement at William
and Catherine Booth College, was entitled "Makers of Modem
Christianity". It was a survey of Christian thinkers from Luther to
the present that demonstrated in each case how the individual
brought the resourcesof the Christianfaith to bearupon the pressing
issues of hislher times. Each lecture in the course was a finely
crafted masterpieceawaitinga deliveryworthy of its subjectmatter.
His sermonic lecture style held students captive. Students learned
quickly that interrupting the delivery of a lecture to ask a question
was forbidden; it was like interrupting a play or the performance
of a symphony.Questions had to wait until the end.

Upon his retirement from the University of Manitoba in 1990,
Gordon Harland was first granted the title "Senior Scholar" and
then, in 1991,"Professor Emeritus". He received many honours in
his years as an active scholar and professor. In 1986 he took up a
visiting professorship at the University of Calgary as the first
incumbent of the Chair for Christian Thought. A lecture series
delivered that year was published under the title Christian Faith
and Society.5 In 1988 Harland participated, at the invitation of
President Jimmy Carter, in a conference at the Carter Center of
Emory University.The keynote address was deliveredby President
Carter and among the other participants were Jiirgen Moltmann,

4Gordon Harland, "Religious Studies in a Time of Change and Conflict," in
Religious Studies: Issues, Prospects and Proposals, ed. Klaus K. Klostermaier
and Larry W. Hurtado (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991), pp. 3-4.

5Gordon Harland, Christian Faith and Society (Calgary: University of Calgary

Press, 1988).
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Jose Miguez Bonino,Andrew Young,Gabriel Fackre and Rebecca
Chopp. Harland's paper, entitled "Theological Resources for the
Political Task," was published subsequently in the proceedings of
the conference.6Gordon Harland also was awarded two honorary
degrees: fromthe Universityof Winnipegin 1976and from Queen's
University in 1989.

Yet for Gordon Harland, retirement marked the beginning of
another chapter in his story. For many years Harland had been
sought after as a powerful preacher. During his student days he
preached regularly. He had preached in a three-point charge in the
Elmwood area of Winnipeg in his student days. Then, while
studying at Drew, he preached regularly - in part to assist with
the financing of his education. Several of his sennons could be
described as classics. His sennon on John Bunyan's Pilgrim's
Progress, was among his favourites. In retirement he took up the
challenge of regular preaching on several occasions. He provided
weekly sennons at First Presbyterian Church in Winnipeg for two
extended periods while the congregation sought for a new pastor.
As he approached his eightieth year he pastored St. James United
Church in Winnipegfor close to a year.He commented, somewhat
facetiously, that this was his first real experience as a pastor.

In retirement, Gordon Harland also found a mission in the
work of a small Salvation Anny college in Winnipeg. Each year
he taught courses to undergraduate and divinity students at Booth
College. For many of these students he became a grandfatherly
figure who took a keen interest in their intellectual development
and in their personal aspirations. He mentored several faculty
members and contributed immensely to the life of that community.
His ability to articulate a vision for the contribution that this small
institution might make was consistent with his ability to see
potential in others.

Gordon Harland was a devoted member of the United Church

6GordonHarland, "Theological Resources for the Political Task," in Theology,
Politics, and Peace, ed. Theodore Runyon (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1989), pp.
86-92.

- --
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of Canada. He would often expound on the vision that led to church
union and the potential of the United Church. His own commitment
to a strong social vision coupled with the Christian heritage
resonated with that of the United Church. Yet he would also lament

what he saw as the United Church's neglect of its theological
heritage. His strong regard for the theological tradition of the
Church and for the importance of this heritage as it faced pressing
contemporary issues, caused him, with several others to establish
this journal, Touchstone. Writing the editorial in the first issue of
Touchstone in 1983, Harland commented:

Christian theology is not to us some high flown abstract speculation about
matters only remotely connected with daily life. On the contrary: we think
that systematic reflection on the Christian message provides a tremendous
resource of insight into human nature and the dynamics, tensions and con-
flicts of human communities. Nothing is more practical or more relevant for
our daily lives than the insight into the human condition from Christian the-
ology. We believe our age needs the resources of insight and spirit, the truth
about life, provided by the Christian message. This journal is an attempt to
meet this need within our own United Church of Canada.7

He wrote frequently in Touchstone. Many of his articles were
profiles of religious leaders and thinkers, making their stories,
thought and importanceavailable to abroader audience.Somewho
could be thought to be obscure were lifted up by Harland as
examples of faithfulness, ingenuity and perseverance. Harland
remained on the editorial board of Touchstoneuntil his death.

c. His Thought: Heritage and Task
The first thing that must be said of Gordon Harland was that

he was a historian of Christian thought and not a systematic
theologian. Harland himself frequently eschewed the label
"theologian".While he thought and spoke theologicallyconstantly,
his theological discussions were most often contextualized in the
life and work of somehistorical figure.He saw in their own thought,
their Christian faith and their engagement with critical issues of

7GordonHarland,"Whatis Touchstone?"Touchstone1(1983),p.3
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their own time, resources that could provide insight into
contemporary issues. Thus he was fascinated by figures such as
Martin Luther, John Calvin, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther
King, Jr., Oscar Romero, and especially Abraham Lincoln. His
fascination with Lincoln came from the fact that he saw in Lincoln

the hallmarks of a Christian worldview coupled with a deep
engagement with the tragic events of his time.

Harland's own thought was shaped profoundly by his
encounter with the writings of Reinhold Niebuhr. Niebuhr's
understanding of the humancondition and the grace of God at work
in the world resonated deeply with Harland. In his writings and
lectures he would cite Niebuhr more often than anyone else.

One of Gordon Harland's most basic convictions was that the

Christian heritage provides resources for engagement with the
contemporary task. In his lectures, sermonsand writingsthis theme
surfaces constantly. While Harland valued the disciplines of
academic study and the resulting knowledge that they produced,
he was impatient with those who considered their work finished
when they had completed the descriptive task. He constantly
asserted and demonstrated that even in departmentsof religion (not
just in theological faculties) there must be engagement with
enduring human questions:

The study of classic texts, historical events and personages cannot fruitfully
be undertaken, however, apart from an engagement of the pressing issues of
our time. .. For our contemporary crisis is vividly manifest in the way in which
our reasoning powers have become detached or split off from the kind of
vision that can bring wholeness to life. And insofar as our rational powers
have become split from our affective experience, our life becomes empty,
devoid of the value and purpose necessary if our world is to be truly human-
ized. Moreover our human understanding itself must not be shrunk to the
theoretical grasp of general concepts. It too needs to be seen as a power of
the integral self, a power related to the will and heart. And there we are at the
centre of religious concern. For whatever else religion is or is about, it is
concerned with the treasure on which the heart is set, with the fundamental
orientation of our beings, with the basic bent of our wills, with what St.
Augustine called "the gravity of the soul". ..Our task in Religious Studies is
to engage the issues of our time, in their particularity and with all the knowl-
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It locates our dignity in the place we hold before God. Thus we
must lift up the human potential for creative goodness. Yet Christian
anthropology also affIrms that there is a deep fault within the human
heart. Alternatively described as self-interest or idolatry, the human
predilection to evil in pursuit of one's own security and interests is
pervasive. Every human action, no matter how noble, is tainted by
self-interest, or in theological language, sin. For Harland, the
Christian understanding of sin penetrates deeper than individual,
conscious actions; it describes the orientation of the human heart. 10

Following Reinhold Niebuhr, Harland wished to hold these two
affIrmations together. Misunderstanding of the human condition
arises when either affIrmation is sacrificed in favour of the other.

Furthermore, humans are finite creatures, always possessing
only fragmentary, partial knowledge and understanding. Yetdeep
within there is a limitless thirst for the Infinite that often leads
humankind to substitute some cause or idea, some nationalism or
ideology, for that which alone can truly fill the void within, thereby
treating something relative and partial as though it were absolute.
Commenting on the importance of this insight into the human
condition, Harland writes:

This [Christian] heritage is not only a resource of insight but also a resource
of spirit. By this is meant not only a general good will and kind feelings but
rather that religious faith nurtured by a Biblical understanding of human
nature ought to be productive of a peculiar quality of spirit that is a needed
resource for the complexity of these days. What is the character of that spirit?
It is a combination of resolution in the face of evil and a humility born of the
knowledge that our cause, however right, however just, is not absolute. It is
a tall order. Moral resolution and humility do not commonly travel together. II

It is at this point that Harland makes reference to Abraham Lincoln,
following Niebuhr, as someone who exhibited this quality of spirit.
What he saw in Lincoln was a deep resolution to overcome evil on
the one hand and on the other hand a profound recognition that
while his cause might be relatively right, it was not absolutely right.

.OOordon Harland, Christian Faith and Society, pp. 83-85; "Theological
Resources," pp.87-88.

IIGordonHarland, Christian Faith and Society, p. 84.
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edge we can muster, but also in a larger framework of meaning from which
may be gained the values and the vision to help to humanize our world.8

For Gordon Harland there was urgency to this task. This
urgency and the resulting intensity with which he read, studied,
taught and preached made him impatient with those who turned
religion into a private matter. He was intolerant of those who
focused only on individual faith to the neglect of the large issues
confronting society. Harland could read about and understand at
some levels the evangelical concern for being "born again" or
havinga "personalrelationship"withJesusChrist,but it was foreign
to his own experience of Christian faith. His was a social faith.
Throughout his life he saw a deep connection between the great
themes of Christian theology and the issues facing society. For
him, the great doctrines of the Church had implications for our life
together. In the fmal chapter of Christian Faith and Society, Harland
articulated this view in this way:

The conviction which has informed these pages is that those central doc-
trines of Christian faith-Incarnation, Atonement and Justification by Grace-
which are usually related only to our personal quests for forgiveness, re-
newal and meaning, are also the basis for the most adequate social or politi-
cal theology. It follows from this that if Christian thinking proceeds from
this centre, it will be able to emphasize that there are dimensions of the faith
which transcend all social and political concern and involvement but which,
at the same time, do justice to the fact that faith is related to all aspects of our
communal life. The centre of the faith provides us with a resource of insight
and healing that can help us to keep the personal and social dimensions of
life together and whole, and in doing so transcend the debilitating reduction
and distortions represented by those wretched contemporary words-
politicization and privatization.9

Central to Harland's thought was his understanding of the
human condition. On the one hand, the Judeo-Christianinsight into
humannatureaffirmstheuniquenessand valueof thehumanperson.

SOordon Harland, "Religious Studies," 11-12.
9Gordon Harland, Christian Faith and Society, 78.
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Some might argue that the understanding of human nature
possessed by Harland (and Niebuhr) leads to pessimism about human
history since all human actions are tainted by sin; but this must be
set alongside his emphasis on the classic Christian doctrines of
justification by grace and atonement. For what Harland taught was
that the central symbol of the Christian faith - the cross of Jesus
- is the revelation on the one hand, of the "unfathomable depth of
God's suffering, sin-bearing love" and, on the other hand, "the
actualization, the coming to expression, of true humanity in which
love and freedom have met and become one."12 Furthermore, the
appropriation of the Christian message of divine grace leads one to
be open to a newness in history that cannot be extrapolated from
the inner dynamic of history itself.

Regarding public life, Harland argued that the doctrine of
justification by grace has great significance:

To act socially in tenns of Justification by Grace is to know three things: (1)
that the Divine Love that has met us, impels us to seek a greater justice in the
community; (2) that the same Divine Love that impels us to justice also
illumines the sin we will be involved in by our efforts; (3) this doctrine also
assures us of a resource of mercy to cover the evil we do in order to be
responsible.l3

These three affirmations provide, in Harland's thought, an escape
from a "paralysis of will" in which one is afraid to make decisions
because any decision will involve one in relative evil and they
provide an antidote to the arrogance and idolatry that would assume
that one's actions are entirely right. The instruments of power that
are wielded by those who hold public power are ambiguous -
involving those who wield them in both good and evi1.14

Gordon Harland was fascinated by American history because
he saw this dynamic at work in it. When America succumbs to an
"evangelical moralism" that sees only the right in its cause, it tends
to stumble into an idolatrous messianism about its mission and

12Gordon Harland, Christian Faith and Society, p.85.
l3Gordon Harland, Christian Faith and Society, p. 87.

14ReinholdNiebuhr, The Irony of American History (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1952), 155.
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destiny. But a broader foundation in the classic doctrines of the
Christian faith can be informative for America:

Surely a theological perspective attentive to faith in one "who laughs at hu-
man pretensions without being hostile to human aspirations"14 has some-
thing to contribute to unmasking the pretensions to virtue while locating and
gratefully setting forth the authentic virtues. And since Christianity is the
major faith of Americans, it is appropriate to urge that the heart of Christian
faith, which discloses the depth of evil through the forgiveness which matches
it, ought to be able to illuminate the manner in which nobility and guilt
commingle in the story of a people, and thus help to release the wisdom that
is the peculiar mark of those who have made tragic decisions and learned to
live creatively with their consequences. At the very least, such an approach
holds out the dual promise of enriching the theological enterprise and of
clarifying some needed resources for a hegemenous nation in an hour of
confusion and anguish.15

D. Conclusion
Gordon Harland brought together in his lifetime a

combination of qualities that commendhim to us. His commitment
to the social relevance of the classic doctrines of the Christian faith,
his intellectualvigour that refused to take shortcuts,and his passion
for teaching and preaching are all qualities that are needed
increasingly in the Church. Harland's conviction that the Gospel
can be brought into productive and transformative dialogue with
pressing issues of our day is instructive. His willingness to teach
and preach with conviction and clarity is a model for those who
would follow after him.

In reflective moments, Gordon Harland would sometimes
suggest that he had not written as much as perhaps he should have.
Much of what he did publish was an adaptation of lectures he had
delivered on many occasions. But we should not minimize the
influence of this powerful professor, scholar and preacher upon
those over whom he cast his spell. The legacy of Gordon Harland
will be seen primarily in those who heard him and were moved by
him. What more could we ask of a professor or of a preacher?

15GordonHarland, 'The American Religious Heritage and the Tragic Dimension,"
Studiesin Religion/SciencesReligieuses2 (1973):287.
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REAL KIDS, REAL
FAITH: Practices for

Nurturing Children's
Spiritual Lives
by Karen Marie Yust.
Jossey-Bass, 2004. 240
pages. $28.99

This book by Karen Marie Yust
is part of the Families and Faith
Series published by Jossey- Bass.
The author teaches Christian
educationand spiritual formationat
Christian Theological Seminary in
Indianapolis. She is an ordained
minister with dual standing in the
United Church of Christ and the
Christians Church (Disciples of
Christ). She and her husband have
three children.

This book begins with the
premisethatfamiliesare lookingfor
resourcesthat willhelpchildrenand
adults grow spiritually in a world
that little values such an endeavour
and thus does nothing to support it.
The author knows that we need to
providemore thanthebland dreams
of self acceptance that fall back on
positive role models or sense of
community. Worthy though those
dreams may be, we are challenged
to dream bigger dreams.

Intended to be a very practical
book, and indeed it is, Yust

nevertheless gives us the results of
careful research, as well as clear
definitionsoffaith and faithfulness.
Although she is writing as a
Christian, examples from other
faiths are included at every stage of
the book. She acknowledges that
people of faith are living in two
worlds. One culture is that of our
local community: our neighbour-
hood, schools, network of
friends...The other culture is that of
ourreligiouscommunity:ourfamily
spiritual practices, local congre-
gation, and wider church events
(P.28). She draws on the research
about the psychology of bicultural
identityamongethnicimmigrantsto
the U.S. done by Jean Phinney in
order to find ways that both adults
and children can learn to be in the
world but not of it. She sees
religiousholidayssuchas Christmas
and Easter as a good starting point
for families to look at faithful ways
of celebrating events which are
often overtaken by society at large.
She offersmany examples fromher
own family's experience as well as
resources giving a variety of
suggestions to be tried.

Story-telling is encouraged as a
way of drawing children into a life
of faith and again, examples from
her own experience and a good list
of resources are supplied. It
delighted me as a Canadian and as
a memberof theUnitedChurch that

she gives a strongrecommendation
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to Ralph Milton's The Family Story
Bible.

Yust combines a sensible
understanding of the ability of
children to participate in the
communal life of faith with

challenges that we can help them
meet. She has learned that periods
of silent meditation, memorizing
hymns and psalms and learning
different formsof prayerare notout
of the reach of even young children.
She has good suggestions for how
children can be involved in
expressing faith through acts of
compassion and social justice. I
couldn't help but wonder what the
world might be like if faithful
parents read Real Kids, Real Faith
and put its ideas into practice. It is
a book I would recommend
wholeheartedly to every congre-
gation, to itsministersandChristian
Education Committees and to all
those who care about children and
the world.

The book is well organized and
would make an excellent resource
for a study group or Baptism class.
There are questions for discussion
at the end of the book and the
highlighted summaries in each
chapter are very accessible.

- Rose Ferries

IN ONE BODY
THROUGH THE CROSS:
The Princeton Proposal
For Christian Unity
Edited by Carl Braaten
and Robert Jenson. Grand
Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 2003. 62 pages.
$14.50

This slim book published in
2003couldhavesubstantialpositive
impact on current ecumenical
thought, to the extent that Christian
churches are open to genuine
"conversion", i.e. denominational
conversion. The work is divided
into seven short chapters. The
authors are sixteen theologians and
ecumenists from diverse church
background, who met for a period
of over three years in Princeton,
New Jersey, USA. The Princeton
Proposal (PP) is not an official
document of a church or group of
churches, but rather a set of
substantial convictions coupled
with an urgent plea to the churches.
It is modelled on a document
published in Franceby the"Groupe
des Dombes" in 1991 and entitled
(in its English translation) For the
Conversion of the Churches.

The fundamental conviction of
PP deals with the visible unity of
the Church. "We agree ... that the
unity we seek must be unambig-

--- -
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uously visible, 'so that the world
may believe' (John 17:21). Unity
must be recognizable as unity
without an extensive theological
gloss. One must be able to see that
the church, in its ordinary life and
practice, is one community
reconciled in Christ." (PP 45)

One of the primary concerns of
PP is that the present ecumenical
movement ought to return to the
goal of the visible unity of Christ's
church- as carefullyarticulatedby
the World Council of Churches,
New Delhi 1961. The authors
propose "that the unity which God
promises and to which he calls his
church is a unity of Christians -
and here PP quotes from the New
Delhi declaration - made visible
as all in each place baptized into
Jesus Christ ... are brought by the
Holy Spirit intoonefully committed
fellowship, holding the one
apostolic faith, preaching the one
Gospel, breaking the one bread...
. " PP authors then submit "that the
churches' retreat fromthis vision is
sin, which is visited upon the
churches in their weakness and
unfaithfulness" (PP 1). In this
regard, PP is especially critical of
theWorldCouncilof Churches(16-
17).

In the authors' view churches
today remain complacent about
their divisions. (Chap. III) Such
complacency undermines the
Church's true identity and mission
in three ways.

1) "First, the distinct identities

of our churches tempt us to relish
the special marks that distinguish
our communities from others, and
not to glory in theconfession of the
crucified Lord we share in
common." (32)

2) "Second, our churchly
identities lack the winnowing and
transformativepower of the gospel.
... Rather than reconciling the
divided, the gathering of men and
women intochurchesmayreinforce
their divisions. ..." (33)

3) "Third, present divisions
corrupt even our best and most
sincere commitments to unity. ...
Thus, we run the danger of
enhancing denominational loyalty
by "boasting" of something more
unique than the gospel of Jesus
Christ." (34)

The authors conclude Chapter
III by saying: ''Therefore, no matter
how we understand the roles,
structures,or statusof ourchurches,
denominations, and fellowships of
faith, we must incorporate the
imperativeof unity in our mission."
(36)

In Chapter IV (The Division of
Our Churches and Their
CompetencetoTeachtheTruth),PP
reflects on the effects of division
among the churches regarding the
preservation and teaching of the
apostolic faith: "The distortions
brought on by division have
consequencesfor thecapacityof the
churchesto teachwithauthorityand
so to abide in the truth proclaimed
by the apostles, for doctrinal

- -
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decision-making and authoritative
teaching are closely bound up with
the apostolic mission" (37). In
Chapter V (Accepting the
Ecumenical Challenge), PP issues
a strong wake-up call, urgently
recallingthechurchestoecumenical
faithfulness. "... friendly division
is still division. Wemust not let our
present division be seen as nonnal,
as the expression of a Christian
marketplace with churches
representing different options for a
variety of spiritual tastes. ...
Recovering from this ecumenical
anesthesia is one of the strongest
present challenges to faithfulness"
(44).

The document makes several
concrete suggestions ("we urge the
following steps" repeated often, as
a mantra...) as to how best accept
the present ecumenical challenge
(49-56). One of the most striking
and vital suggestionin my view is "
... that churches should identify a
ministry of unity" ... and "should
acknowledgeandencouragespecial
vocationsfor the sakeof unity. God
may call lay and ordainedmembers
of one church to sustained
participation in the life and mission
of separated churches, even if
sacramental communion is not
possible for a time. ...The churches
should seek to identify and
champion these vocations as a gift
of the Holy Spirit to the divided
churches" (55).

Chapter VI outlines "ecumen-
ical responsibilities" at various

--

levelsof churchlife,and a verybrief
ChapterVII (OneBody throughthe
Cross) serves as conclusion to the
whole discourse.This latterchapter
ends on a note of hope and resolve:
"Our presentunity,howeverbroken
by our habits and traditions of
division, already exists as a gift
from God, and thus the unity we
seek will not be simply a human
work. This is good news, for we
can trust thepromises of the gospel.
Wepropose the disciplines of unity
as central to the Christian vocation,
however filled with the pain of
renunciationand sacrifice,however
partial and provisional in worldly
consequences they may be. Any
true steps toward unity will be a
manifestation of new life in Christ,
as he reconciles us in one body
through the cross" (72).

I findPP to be a sound,powerful
and prophetic call to the churches
to show forth renewed faithfulness
to the gospel imperative of
reconciliation and unity. Some
critics will rightly point out some
weaknesses in the text. However,
it cannot be contested that the
passionateanalysesandconvictions
expressed by the PP authors are
right on target -even where and
when it shakes us, makes us
radically uncomfortable, and may
hurt! I thank the Lord of the ages
for this document and urge readers
to ponder and heed its message.

- Fr. Bernard de
Margerie
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THE CHRISTIC traditional theologicalmovements.

CENTER: Life-Giving . ~ells articulates.a liberationist.. cntenon for theological adequacy:
and Llberatmg Is it life-giving and liberating? But
by Harold Wells. that does not mean he plays off that
Maryknoll, NY Orbis criterion against the christological

Books, 2004. 339 pages. one. On the contrary,just because
$48.95 the object. of Christi~n theolog~,

Jesus Chnst, determmes what IS
truly life-giving and liberating, we
need to think through our faith
from the centre in him.

From that centre, however, we
can never be too bold in thinking
through the implications of our
faith. Thus we are encouraged to
learn from and rejoice in, if not
always to agree with,
feminists,liberationists, pluralists,
traditionalists and others in the
constantly changing theological
fIrmament. The theologians Wells
uses most, as allies and mentors,
are Karl Barth, Jurgen Moltmann,
Letty Russell, Elizabeth Johnson,
Jon Sobrino and Leonardo Boff.

Christians should neither be
afraidof, noruncriticallyinfluenced
by, modernity (or postmodernity as
the currently centreless culture
tends to be called these days). We
can take the ambiguity in stride so
long as we rememberwho our Lord
is and who we are as his followers.

Theologically, that means doing
christology rigorously and uncom-
promisingly.And that,in turn,Wells
contends, means wrestling with the

Harold Wells teaches
SystematicTheology at Emmanuel
College, Toronto. His stud-
ents come to the college having
read Spong and Borg and other
liberal popularizers of the day:
SallieMcFagueon creation-centred
theology, John Hick and Wilfred
Cantwell Smith on pluralist
theology,or PhilipYanceyand John
Stott on evangelical theology.Then
theyencountereach other,and a raft
of different theologies from their
professors, and are invariably
bewildered.

So many theologies! How does
one choose between them? What
constitutes a good theology any-
way? And how do we
know it's a good theology?

We need help, epistemological
help to be categoricallyprecise,and
that is what Wells offers in The
Christic Center. He helps us grasp
anewwhat itmeansto think through
our faith from a centre in Christ.
From that centre we can
appreciate, but also critique, the
various contemporary and
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biblical witness to Christ in the
context of the burning issues and
life-giving movements of the day.

In doing his own wrestling,
Wells takes a Kierkegaardian
leap and embraces the resurrection
of Christ - a real resurrection in
space and time - in the light of
which Jesus is disclosed as the
liberating Messiah, truly God and
truly human, our Saviour and
revealer of the Triune God.

The life-giving and liberating
Christ surely affirms the
liberationist and pluralist critiques
of Christian cultural imperialism,
patriarchy and complicity in
ecological destruction. But that
same Christ calls into question the
pluralist theologies when they
undermine the centre and core, not
only of Christian faith (Resur-
rection, Incarnation,Trinity),but of
otherreligions as well. Wells' chris-
tological counter-critique here is
particularly forceful.

The pluralists, at theirdogmatic
worst anyway, are shownas failing
to provide an adequate basis for a
truly respectful interreligious
dialogue. They tend to relativizeall
specific religious truth claims,
and end upemptyingall religionsof
their unique substantive
content, beyond the typically
western (liberal Protestant) under-
standingof moral values.They turn
out to be yet another, albeit more
subtle, form of cultural
imperialism.

The Christie Center pushes us to

think through our faith from the
centre, and follow wherever that
centre leads. We may thus appear
conservative one moment, even
reactionary; and the next moment
radical, even ultra liberal. What
does that matter? If our thinking
is related to the personal truth that
makes us free, we can't be
pigeonholed.

And this book can't be
pigeonholed either. It's theology
through and through, and yet Wells
writes so lucidly ( "an unusual
geniusforcommunication," ishow
Douglas Hall describes his
style) that ministers and lay
folk are encouraged to join the
theologians in the discussion.
Particularly appealing are
the vivid dialogues sprinkled
throughout the book showing the
arguments and counter-arguments
expressingthemselves in confIrma-
tion classes, Bible studies, and
theology classes.

Yearsago I found myself with
the authorin Edinburghonthebrink
of post-graduatestudies. Onenight,
shortly before classes began, Wells
rubbedhis hands withglee and said
something like, "1can hardly wait
to writesome essays." That wasmy
first clue that he was
both a scholar and a writer. This
book is everybody's clue.

- John McTavish
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THE CROSS IN OUR
CONTEXT: Jesus and the
Suffering World.
by DouglasJohn Hall.
Minneapolis:Fortress Press,
2003.pp. x + 274.$22.95

This most recent work of the

prodigious Canadian theologian
Douglas John Hall offers an
engagingand readableentryintothe
substantive themes that have
consistently shaped his theological
existence over the past several
decades. Though a volume with its
own integrity, The Cross in our
Context also serves as a kind of
primer to Hall's three-volume
systematic theology published
throughout the 1990s,and includes
a very helpful chart correlating its
content to thesectionsof that earlier
and larger undertaking.

Tencompactchapterssketchout
the basic contours of an account of
Christianfaith andlife centredupon
and conformed to the theologia
crucis, that 'thin tradition' and
minority report variously
advocated by figures like Martin
Luther and Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
interaction with whose work
accompanies Hall's argument
throughout. In the strict sense the
theology of the cross is, of course,
precisely that, theology, Le., a
discourse about the identity of the
God of the Christiangospel at once

warrantedand disciplinedsolelyby
the salutary self-giving of Jesus
Christ as the very manifestation of
radical divine compassion. But by
being this, the theology of the cross
also establishes the formative
grammar and tone within whichare
discussed all other themes from
creation, sin and redemption, to
christology, the church and
eschatology. All these Hall treats
with a directness,passionand force
of argument honed by long
reflection.

As theopeningchaptersexplain,
taken in this widersense,a theology
of the cross negotiates the
indicatives and imperatives of
Christian faith and life in a voice
that eschews all triumphalism by
speakingfirmlyin the registerof the
gospel virtues of faith (not sight),
hope (not finality) and love (rather
than power). Because disciplining
itself to follow in thought the path
of the God of thegospel all the way
to thecrossfor thesakeof humanity,
Hall's theologyrelentlesslyagitates
for the Christian community to
conform its life and work to this
same course. A theology of the
cross will, Hall argues, always be
"engaged" and" because it always
struggles to keep both itself and the
church close in the wake of the
saving movement of God to actual
womenandmen in themidstof their
specific historical, political and
existential need. Aggravated
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abstraction, evident disinterest in
the troubling thickness of actual
human affairs, and the procrustean
elimination of awkward actualities
disruptive to what theology, piety
and morality "always already
know"-all theseare thedesolatory
marks of the theologia gloriae so
corrosive, Hallcontends, to faithful
Christian witness and discipleship
in all times, but perhaps especially
so in our own time of cultural
disestablishment. Atheologyof the
cross will abjure all such attempts
to compensate for the fragility and
humility of the Christian gospel or
to softenthis gospel's realism about
the place of suffering and death in a
truly human existence. If the
theology of the cross meets such
expressions of faith's ideological
captivity with a "great refusal"-
which it does-it does so only as
an all-too human echo of that even
greater and gracious refusal of the
same enacted by the humble God
of the gospel on the cross of Christ.
In making this clear, Hall remains
one of the few widely read
theologianswritingin Englishfrom
whom one can learn something of
the properly theological critique of
religion.

Like anygood workof theology,
this one invites specificquestioning
at various points. Here are three
points of conversation one might
raise: First, while one might agree
that for Anselm, the Father is not

thought to suffer, to claim more
comprehensively that "Anslem's
God cannot suffer" (p. 88) seems
to miss the significance of both his
strong affirmation of the Son's
being Godand his applicationof the
principle of the inseparabilityof the
outward works of the triune God.
Second, does not Hall's strong
emphasis on faith as an existential
disposition to trust at times occlude
the crucial importance of the
concretenessof faith as trust thator

in something very specific, namely
what faith grasps when it "sees[!]
the glory (doxa)" of God hidden
beneath its opposite in the life and
death of Christ(p.93)? Third, is one
right to imagine that the very
conception of the theology of the
cross places a significant limit on
the idea of "contextuality"? It is
faith's concrete commitment to the
Godrevealedin andas theCrucified
One that demands that theology be
contextual, even while this
commitment is not itself subject to
contextual revision, i.e., Luther's
disputing on behalf of the theology
of the cross at Heidelberg in 1518
was not merely a "contextual"
move, and altered circumstances
could never legitimate abandoning
the theologia crucis for theologia
gloriae in the way Hall contends,
one might well exchange
kerygmaticandapologeticmodesof
doing theology (p. 59f). It would
be valuable for Hall to clarify

- -
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further just what are the limits of
contextualization in light of this
reading.

There is one of Hall's claims
which must simply be refuted.
During his discussion of
eschatology he remarks that while
otherNew Testamentauthorsmight
be "tempted by apocalypticism...
Paul certainly is not' (p. 228,
emphasis added). Such a claim is
simply indefensible in the face of
the overwhelming argumentsto the
contrarymarshalledby J. Christiaan
Beker, J. Louis Martyn and others

--- -

over the last two decades.
Interestingly, it is a strong
appreciation of just such an
apocalyptic reading of Paul that is
driving some other contemporary
Canadian theologians (including
Doug HarinIe.Travis Kroeker and
Joseph Mangina) towards ecclesial
and theological proposals not
entirely antithetical to Hall's own
hopes for a better faithfulnessin the
Christian diaspora.

- PhilipZiegler

--


