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Believing Through the Creeds

Introductory Questions

· How should we approach the reading of texts? 

· In what senses can the bible be read in (1) similar ways to other non-biblical texts, (2) dissimilar ways to other non-biblical texts?  

· What are creeds and what do they do?  

Introduction

· Reformation axioms of ad fontes (learned from Renaissance ‘humanism’) sola scriptura, sufficiency of scripture, perspicuity of scripture, revelation as self-authenticating – impression of easy interpretation. Jesus will send the Paraclete, the Spirit of Truth who will lead the disciples into all truth [Jn. 16:13].  

· The Biblical View of…, or The Biblical Doctrine of…, or What the Bible Says About A to Z.  

· Cultural assumptions – Don Carson:  

It is crucial that we learn the gospel and proclaim it.  But it is also vitally important to understand that the people to whom we speak bring with them their own particular prejudices, backgrounds and biases.  The way we go about communicating the gospel will need to vary depending on the audience. … If the example of Paul is anything to go by, we must address the cultural presuppositions of our hearers so that we do not unwittingly obscure the gospel. [Don A. Carson, ‘The Worldview Clash’, in Southern Cross Quarterly (summer 1998), reprinted www.focus.org.uk/carson.htm.]  

· But Walter Brueggemann:  

A consideration of ideology [the ways in which we misinterpret through our usually unacknowledged vested interests] is difficult among us, precisely because U.S. church people are largely innocent about our own interpretive work, and not often aware of or honest about the ways in which our own work is shot through with distorting interest.  But it is so, even if we are innocent about it.  There is no interpretation of Scripture (or interpretation of anything else, for that matter) that is unaffected by the passions, convictions, and perceptions of the interpreter.  Ideology is the self-deceiving practice of taking a part for the whole, of taking ‘my truth’ for the truth, of running truth through a prism of the particular and palming off the particular as a universal. 
· And Trevor Hart:  

Naïve appeals to ‘what the Bible says’ fail to take seriously the impact of the historical and social location of every act of interpretation.  Far from safeguarding or respecting the authority of Scripture, such appeals threaten finally to erode it, and to replace it with the authority of particular interpretations.  Since these interpretations are often rival and conflicting ones, this mistake can quickly lead to a factional Christianity and a divided Church.  To protect ourselves from it, we need not to retreat into crude attempts to isolate our interpretations from outside the text itself, but rather to recognize the way in which our interpretations are and will always be shaped by other factors, taking full account of these, and thereby being better equipped to identify and deal with those influences that are pathological rather than healthy and beneficial.  
· Sin in all our knowing, and being created as blessing. ).  We never do nor can think outside of some tradition (Latin tradere, ‘hand on’) or sets of traditions of learning and interpretation.  Holmes:  

The attempt to do theology without noticing the tradition, then, is to deny, or at least to attempt to escape from, our historical locatedness. 

· post-Enlightenment rejection of authority as something external to the thinker, and appeal to the intuitiveness of universal reason.  E.g., Descartes.  Loughlin:  

tradition, as the accumulated wisdom of the past, the record, as we may think, of previous conversations initiating new discussion in the present, was uncongenial to a radically homogeneous world, which looks to the present rather than the past for its truth.  In such a world – as conceived, for example, by René Descartes – knowledge rests upon the consciousness of the present moment:  the ‘I am’ built upon the ‘I think’.  

The Ecumenical Creeds

Importance of the Creeds

· theological commentaries on the creeds by influential C20th theologians:  Karl Barth, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Helmut Thielicke, Hans Küng, Henri De Lubac, Wolfhart Pannenberg; also noteworthy are the contributions made by Nicholas Lash, and Jan Milič Lochman.  

· vital link to the churches’ past (“great cloud of witnesses”, Heb. 12:1), and present (the church universal).  Also, ‘badge of identity’.  Lochman:  

We search testimonies of the tradition because a theology that slips its moorings in the history of doctrine soon becomes superficial; sooner or later it loses its staying power and becomes sterile even in its witness to its own time.  
Doctrine Commission of the Church of England in 1976:  

It is, therefore, their [the official organs of church life] duty to make certain that the creeds, like the scriptures, remain in the bloodstream, so to speak, of the Christian body.  
Function of the Creeds

· Rupert Davies

The creeds occupy a position of almost unquestioned sanctity in the life of the Christian church.  They … are among the foundation-documents of almost every denomination; they are taught as an essential part of preparation for confirmation or its equivalent in a great number of churches; and if a non-Christian ask for a summary of the principal tenets of the Christian Faith, where can he be sent for information except to the creeds?  

· Are part of the life of the “Christian church”, the singularity of the noun suggesting ecumenical importance 

· Foundation-documents – questions of their relation to scripture 

· Preparation for confirmation – documents that express of confirmation of who it is Christians worship 

· Formalised “summary of the principal tenets of the Christian Faith” – and therefore useful for teaching 

· (1) Identity Descriptions (Markers of entry and exclusion of heresy) – Lampe:  

The polemical aspect of ‘proto-credal’ and credal affirmations persists. … To mark off the distinctively Christian position against its opponents was not, however, by any means the only purpose of credal formulas.  They were required for catechetical instruction and for the solemn profession of faith made by converts at their baptism.  
Early Latin Christian name for the creeds = symbolum.  Rufinus (early C5th) – the Apostles’ Creed as the Christian ‘password’ to distinguish friend from foe.  It was, then, Lampe argues, that which enabled the Christian churches “to acquire [and maintain] an identity of its own, and to feel itself to be marked out and differentiated from the rest of society”.  

· Biblical interpreters – helped provide a set of confessional markers, developed from a reading of the scriptures, that enabled one to read the scriptures well.  Lampe:  

The Church regarded the Bible, interpreted and understood in the light of the various forms of its own continuing tradition, as the source of its belief and of the pattern of its way of life.  The Bible, however, rarely offered a direct answer to the questions asked of it by the later Church; the answers had to be inferred. … This made it extremely easy for all kinds of conflicting teaching to be read out of the Bible and to claim its authority.  The ‘rule of faith’ was an attempt to distil out of the amorphous, unwieldy, and often bewildering diverse mass of Scripture and tradition a basic compendium of Christian belief which could, in turn, provide a key to the interpretation of Scripture and a norm for regulating its use.  
Faith and Order Paper:  

The affirmations of the Nicene Creed are rooted in the witness of the Holy Scriptures and must be tested against them and explicated in their light, within the context of the Tradition of the Church.  Accordingly, the explication will seek to respond to the question as to what degree and in what form the fundamentals of the apostolic faith as witnessed to by the Holy Scriptures, proclaimed in the Tradition of the Church, and expressed in the Creed, can be commonly understood and expressed by churches of different confessional traditions, living in different cultural, social, economical, political and religious contexts….  

Conclusion

· Leslie Newbiggin:  

Tradition is thus in no sense a distinct source for divine truth; it is that continuing activity in which, to quote the Council’s text [viz., Vatican II’s Divine Revelation], ‘the Church’s full canon of the sacred books is known, and the sacred writings themselves are more profoundly understood and unceasingly made active in her’ (Verbum Dei, II.8).  Tradition is not a separate source of revelation from Scripture; it is the continuing activity of the Church through the ages in seeking to grasp and express under new conditions that which is given in Scripture.  The study of Scripture takes place within the continuing tradition of interpretation.  

· Donald K. McKim:  

Reformed Christians – and Reformed theology – have always recognized that ‘Reformed expressions’ are understandings of Christian faith that emerge from and are in dialogue with the whole Christian church and Christian tradition as a whole.  We are first of all members of the universal Christian church before we are members of our specific denominations.  We are ‘Christians’ (noun) before we are ‘Reformed Christians’ (adjective’).  
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