An Outline of Christian Theology
Introdustion: The contemporary theologicel task

A. In a secular culture, religious language appears to have lost the kind
of msaning which relates it to experience, In such a culture as ours, many and
significant areas of life -- government, business, industry, education,
commmication, social planning, psychology, technology, space expleratien,
wedicine, entertainment -- all function without any apparent necessity for
religicus actions, religlous language, religious categories. Rsligious institu-
tions may survive, even thrive, but they are cptiomal, marginal, leisere-time
"4nterests” that may be called upon for what Peter Berger describes as “public
rhetoric and private consclstion.” Religious language may still have meaning
for many pecple within its own context, butl it does not appsar to relate
necessarily and essentially te anything else. .

B. The church is called to function theologically in this kind of world
not for its own saks (in order to survive) but for the sake of the very world of
which 4% i a part, Thers seem to be three strategic optiens open to the
Christian commmmity:

1, Accept or even cultivatethe schism betwsen the religious dimemsion and
other sreas of experience, In this strategy the religious commmity
sesks to function as a ghetbo or to compartmentalize the religiocus
experience, This would be a more or less extreme form of “private
ecensolation.” Besides its virtusl impossibility, such a stretegy is
a betreyal of Christianity's necessery universality.

2, Utilise cultural themes and forces to shape the form end content of the
religious enterprise: eo,g., competition, succees, evelutionary develop-
ment, psychological health, This vould be a mors or less extreme fora
ef "public rhetoric.” Though tempting in its appearance of viability,
gush & strategy is a betraysl of Christianity's necessary particularity.

3. Engage our culture in what Langdem Gilkey has termed "intelligibls
disjunction.” This means that "faith" in the Christian sense ccowrzs
not in the sbsence of understanding, but rather when the altermatives
are clearly understood, This means that Christianity is intelliglble
in terms of universally sclnowledgable experience, that what happened
in the history of Jesus of Nasareth is within the "ballpark® of our
epperionce. But what happened in the history of Jesus is "disjunotive;"
that 4s, it is a redemptive alternative to what else
is going on in that "ballpark.”

C., Henee the task of Christian theology is to meke evident the experiential
basis of Christian lenguage and action in & coheremt form, To disclose the
 "plausible” character of the Christian perspective dare not mean to surrender
Christian substance, and it cannot mean to "ease” people into Christianity. To
have faith in the Christisn senss means teday, &s it always has, to repent and
be saved, to die and be made alive, to renounce and bs born ansew, DBut we can
and must do eur theoclogical work so that we and all pecple are confrented by
the alternatives, so that we sre called, engaged, arrested, encountered by the
claim and offer which happened in Jesus, '

Thers will be three major parts and two “post scripts® to this presentation,
Part I asks how we, how all men, experience God, How does the world we live in,
how do we ourselves, bear witness teo the "God-dimension"? For "He did not leave
himpel? without witness" (Acts 14:17), That witness is not the "good news.® That
witnesa has soms painful elements. But that witness inheres necessarily in every
aspect of our common and universal experience, And it is the context within
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which "good news” is intelligible, Part I1 asks what grounds we have for asssertimg
that there is any other news at all besides the news in our common and wniversal
experience, What grounds, if any, are there for specifically Christian procla-
mation? The answer must be sought in the historical event of Jesus, What that
event says and how it is an alternative is the content of Part II, Part III

esks how we share in the "good news" eenturies after the event., What doss such
gharing mean? Here,we are concerned with mmch that is familier in the Christian
vocabulary: grace( faith, repentance and new life, church and eucharist, Holy
Spirit and ministry, creation and preyer, hope and eternal life,

In good Lutheran fashion these three parte will have dealt not with the
"being" of God, but with God's dealing with us., Now as & fimst "post-eoript”
to God's dealing with us in ths history of Jesus, faith in the Gospel can draw
some conclusions about the Being of God, We call our conclusions the destrine
of the Hely Trinity. The Holy Trinity has been "there" all the time as the
premise for God's own action, But we do not experience it as premise., We
experience it as comclusien,

Similarly, the authorities which God has given us, Holy Serijture and
Christian Dogma, have been “"there® throughout this theological exercise,.
Indeed, we could not have done our theological task without them. Se, in a
second "post-soript,” we are able to reflect about their nature aund funotien.

Part I
The experience of God apert from the Christiaen Gospel

In order to deseribe the context within which the Christian Gospel is
intelligible, we need to do two things: PFirst, suspend the perspective

of Christian faith. (This shouldn't bs hard, The "old self" does it

all the time,) Second, regover those definitions of "religion® and “faith"
and the "God-experience" which will break through the "modern schism"
between the sacred and the secular, which will breakdown ocur attempted
compartmentalisation,

A, Values and eveluation

1. Values and value choices are the location of the religious dimension
in humsn existence. "What does it mean (o have a god?™ asks Luther. "A god is
that to which we look for all good and in which we find refuge in every time of
need,” In this sense there is no "secularity." Worship is about that to which
we ascribe highest worth, We all have values, Sowe values are more important
than others. These higher values becoms evident as we make and act out ocur
choices, The participants in Wetergate valued lew and valued winning the election,
In the end winning the election won out over law. The highest value is my god.
That is how I am relffious, No matter what church I join, whet areed I profess,
uy real religiom is revealed by wy valus cholces, . o .

2, The values in our world are good in themselves: friendship, hezith,
loyalty, wife, children, food, drink, house, government, peace, sex, happiness,
pure doctrine, Whsn one or another of them is elevated to the positien of
highest value, when it becemes that valus which controls our choices, it is
de{lected from the purpose for which it was intended, Health, when elevated to
the position of highest value, makes a men a fadist or a hypochendriac, We know
this as fanaticism, It can also be called "idolatry." This means that there is
some Value to which all other values are properly subordinate, which alone
gives all other valuss their appropriate place., Thus the proper use as well
as the misuse of values points beyond itself,
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3., We cammot be valuing beings without also being evaluated, We must
necessarily make value choices, We have no choloe about . . that, But this
means that we are also reipensible for the nature of our choices, Indeed the
testing of our choices is built into the very nature of the things among which
we choose, No finite value in itself can bsar the weight of being an ultimate
value, The making of value cholces from among finite values betrays um into
destructive fanaticism or empty despair., But to want to aveid making cholces
at all is to want not to be what we are, We are emmeshed by the very structure
of things, and our necessary movement among the alternatives enmeshes us oven
more .

B, Freedom and Fate (Neoceseity, Control)

1. A&s human beings we exsrcise a significant amount of centrol over
our existence and direction. We are all aware as we do majty things that we ocould
have done alternative things, We might not have married, for example, or
fathered children, or bscome clergymen, or accepted oms or another eall, ete.

In this sense we experience freedom,

2, But our freedom is paradomically limited, comtrolled, We experience
our freedom within a framswork ef "lew,"

2, This "law" is first expressed in the conditions of existence,
We cannot choose the fact or the framswork of existemes. Our
birth, our death and the limitations in between provide
boundaries for our choices, We camnot, for example, choose
to fly off the op of Luther Tower unaided,

b, This "Jaw" is also expressed in "legislatien.' We myst choose
ameng possibilities, “Not to decide is to decids.” The
freedoms to legislate is also the mecessity to legislate.
Good legislation is appropriate response to the cenditicns
of existence, This is what morality mdv‘sn_ ety are abeut,

¢, This "law" is ultimately expressed as evaluaticn, The
fact that we must legislate doss not excuse us from respensi-
bility. Thus we are vulmarable to judgment, to inmexerable
consequences, to retributiem,

3. Hence, freedom points boyond itself to that whioch transcends freedom,
We are not free not to be free., If we were not free, we would not be acoounitable,
We would be merely vistiws; pathetic, but not tragic, If we were only freoe, we
would be accountable only to ourselves, not to any structure or framework beyond
-ourselves., But the paradoxical fact of our existence is that we are simultan-
eously fated and accountable., Indeed it is our fatse to be accomntable, We

are acoomtable to and by virtu e of our fate. (Note the interplay of these
themes in Rosencrants ag iddens e _Dead, )

C. Guilt and God

1. Our foundational experience is one of threat., Not only is our
existence threatened by death, but our enferced valus choices make us vulnarable

to being evaluated, our enforced freedom is threatening in its dimension of
accountability,

2, Finally, it is this threat that we trust, that we take with uwltiméte
seriousness, We show that we trust thru‘by those individual and cellective
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quests for power and prestige by which we seek to defend curselves (R. Niebuhr),

’ Defense against threat is always at the expense of
ons another, We beoome one another's accusers and exploiters, We thus give
another grounds to ascuse us, :

3, The last secret that results frem taking threat with ultimate
gseriousness is that we have a need to vindicate oculselves not only before others
and before ocurselves, but threugh the voloe of others and ourselves we have
need to vindicate ousselves befere the Accuser in the structures of existence.
This 4s how we experisnce God: as the Acouser in the structures of existence,

4, That cur self-vindications are illusory may or may not become
evident. But awareness that we are not vindicated is not, in itself, redemptive,
It iz despair, Both the illusion of self-vindicaticn and the truth of despeir
bear witness to cur trust in threat, Despair only indicates that our Accuser
is justified, that we have becoms vulmersble to acocusation, that we are
sccounteble and oulpable,

Part II .
Jesus of Nesareth as the event of the Christian Gospe

Suppose we trust being vindicated instead of attempting self-vindicatiem.
This dimension, too, is present in cur experiemse, But our disgnosis was
that an Acouser trenseended all accusation, Is there a Vindicater
transcending ell vindicatiens? We lnew on what grounds we are acoused,
Is there anyons or any event that provides a& groudning for ocur vindica-
tion? The Christian good news is that Jesus of Nesareth is that Someene,
that event in our werld's histery and therefere in gur history.

A, The History of Jesus is the content of the Christian Gespel. The feur
gospels in the New Testament come chrenclogically within the 2nd and 3rd
generation of the Christian commnity, This observatien is not & judgment upon
thedr authoriship (which may be first gemeratiom), but en the generally
recognized period ofafinal composition. If a "generation" is sbout twenty fimve
years, then St, Paul's earliest letters are first generatiom, but provide
only bere-bones biographical information about Jesus, The earliest goepels
are certainly after 55 A.D., the latest after 80 A.,D, Hsnoce their character as
2nd and 3rd gemeration witness, Their literery form is wnique: & biogrpphical
format as proclametion, &s good nows! History is not accidental to the good
news, It is essential. We need to know whether an eyept has groundsd the good
news, We must begin with histery, net enly with what Jesus® disciples claimed
about him, but with what Jesus himself did and taught,

1, Jesus came "acting out” the presence of God‘s reign in table
fellowship with "sinners" and affirmation of ®gentiles.® “Gentiles" were re-
garded as outside (nmot yet) of God's reign; but "simmers” were regarded as
re jooted from and cbstacles to God's reign, Jesus®’ action thus embediss the
mnost improbable oxtension of the surprise eof grace., The quality of
Jesus' surprise was that he offered affirmation which neither exploited nor
indulged men, Rather, it gaeve them an alternative to trusting threat, so that
they would have the courage to break with self-vindication, to beo free for
npo‘g:;oo and servanthoed. The zscchasus incident (Luke 19:1£f.) is the
par o

2, Jesus' teaching was about his "acting out® the surprise of God's

grace, This is the point of the parables, the "Kingdem" sayings and the Lord's
Prayer tradition, @



3. To the question of his authorisation Jesus responds with reference
%o his baptism (Mark 11327 ££.), that is, to his crucifixien (Merk 10:38). He
is suthorized to forgive sinnerid becsuse he bemrs the ultimate consequemse of
sin, That is what a forgiver doss, as opposed to a retributor: He bears the
fate of sin instead of inflictingit, Jesus' death is thus the climmm
and foundation of his commitment to simmers,

4, His appearances as the Risen and Tramsformed One are the first
proclamation that hiz 1life and death were the ement of ultimete forgiving love,
The Ascension 18 the re<location of Jesus® table fellowship with sinmers in the
words and actions of the Gospel.

B, The history of Jesus of Nasareth as friend of sinners is the comtent of
the church's confession that Jesus is God,

1. It is ineadequate and misleading to construct a Christeology "from
above," Christology from above begins with a concept of "divine baing
and activity" which is then applied to the historical Jesus, @&uch an appreech
assumes a direct experience of "divine nature" which does not correspond with
the God-experience in nature and history, It substitutes an ontologiecal
paradox (that Jesus is the bearer of two mutually exclusive "natures®) for
the surprise of grace., The gospel then because an ideology, and failkh bascomes
an intellecturl "virtue" because one sacrifices the intellect,

2, Nevertholess, it is valid to confess Jesus as God., Jesus is God
the Affirmer, in contrast to the experience of God as threat., Thus Jesus calls
for a shift in trust (Msrk 2:1-12, the healing of the paralytic)., That is what
it msans to believe in Jesus, To trust him as forgiver is to have him and
acknowledge him as God,

3. Jesus did not become God in the history of his astivity, teaching,
death and resurrection. What he was in those events he has always been, That

is why he is validly confessed ss having bscoms jncarnate by the Holy Spirit in
the womb of Mary, the Virgin,

PART IITI
Participation in Jesus as the Gospel

A, Individual participation in Jesus as the Gospel,

i, The Lutheran Church confesses the Gospel as the justification of
sinners by grace for Christ's sake through faith, We are affirmed in the midst
of our being accused, We have no claim on that affirmation., It is thms graeoce,

freely given, Jesus is the event of that grace. Faith trusts grace rather than
threat,

2, Holy Bappism is the sscrament of justification,

a, In Luther's catechisms the theological focus in Baptism shifts.
"Salvation" means a shi.t in one's trust, and thus a new life-
style (Romans 6), In Baptism we are confronted with Ged's
grece towards us, We are thenceferward determined by that
confrontation, Hence the initial confrontation ocours but
ance, God's commitment to the baptised persem ic grounded
in the event of Jesus ("baptized into his death®), That
comnitment reaches @thrmh the Christian commmity: the
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affirming community that gives courage to the sinner to con-
fess his sins and thus die to them,

b, The candidate responds by commiting himself to wanting the
baptismal life-style, that is, & 1life of faich in the Gospel
effected from the church's side through admenition and
absolution by which the sinner is freed for repsntance and
servanthood, In the ocase of infants, the parents and
"ged-parents” respond for the candidate, commiting themselves
to provide a context for the baptismsl life-style.

3, Beptism includes the "Sacrament of Repentance,” that is, the
freedom for confession, Confession is death to sin, the giving up of self-
vindication or despair, the shift in trust from threat to grace., It is taking
responsibility for one's past without despair, It is the "cost® of for-
giveness to the sinner, It is "taking up the cross," painful and
necessary because we are daily rebels., God's prior grace is the freeing OOUrage
to die with Christ to #in rather than to die apart from Christ in sin, Death
to sin means simltansously the freedom to "walk in newvmess of 1life," that is,
to becoms servants of one another and of our world,

B. Corporate participation in Jesus as the Gospel,

1, PFaith in Jesus as the Gospel has a necessary corporate dimsnsion,
Cammity is both the agent and the result of God's forgivensss, The ccmmmnity
of the Gospel is the redemptive altervative to anti-Gospel commmmity, Man is
commmal, The question is whether his will be commmnity in truth or community
in deceit, commmity in servanthood or community in cempetition, ccmmmity in
admonition and repentance , or commnity in accusation and self«windiecation,

2, The church is the event of the Gospel, the giving and recelving of
the forgiveness of sins. The marks of the church are dimensSiens of the Gospsl.
The church is one because there is but one Gospel. The church is holy because
it is the people re-consecrated to God's purpose for community. The church is
catholic (orthodox) because dogme has its basis in the Gespsl, The church is
apostolic because it is sent by and with the Gospel,

3. The Lord's Supper is the celebration of faith in the Goepel as a
communal experience, The foundational event of the Gospel, the death of Jesus,
is present as His Body and Bleod, To shers in that Body and Blood through faith-
ful eating and drinking is to be the Holy Communion,

4, The Holy Spirit is present as the ministry of the Gospsl within
and through the Christian commmnity, (Augsburg Confession, Article V) We use
the term "spirit" today to describe that which is operative only through the
members of a group and yet transcends them: team spirit, mob spirit, school
spirit. The questlion to be asked of the dynamic of any group is whether it
expresses Holy Spirit or unholy spirit., To test for the Holy Spirit is to test

‘i;or the presence of the Gospel through the witness of the commty in word and
eed,

C. The confession of God as Creator and Preserver of the weorld.

1. That the world is creation, that God is creator, is the way faith
in the Gospel receives the world and its values as gift, (This is in contrast
to Part I, A,) Thus Genesis ! and other confessions of creation are the result
of trust in the redemption of God., Apart from faith in the Gospel we view and

experience our world in idolatry or dn (Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil).



-7 -

2, That God orders the world providentially is also the perspective
of faith in the Gospel., It is not a conclusion drawn from events, but rather a
way of experiencing events,

3. Prayer im the nams of Jesus is the way the Christian commmity
participates faithfully in God's ordering of the course of the world, We are,
willy-nilly, part of God's ordering of the course of the world, whether as
tools or as sons (C.S, Lewis), whether for judgment or redemption., To pray in
the name of Jesus is to want to be a son, to want to bs God's servant as was
Jesus, to share in his suffering and death for the world, Christian prayer is
therefore intercession for and action in the world that is shaped by faith in
the Gospel, Intercession, therefore, results from hearing and trusting the
Gospel, and issues in action, Thus Luther explains the petitions in the
Lord's Prayer,

D. The Confession of God as Lord of History,

1. Time and history are as capable of being used in idolatry or
despair as are space and things. To receive time and history as good gifts
is a fruit of faith in the Gospel, Faith in the Gospel also leads to
recognition that God will put an end to "this aeon," since the "new ason®
has already begun in Jesus' death and resurrection,

2, Faith in the Gospel is the origin and content of Christian hope,
The God who swrprises us with grace in the Gospel will surprise us with a new
bsginning basyond death and grave in the resurrection to life eternal, Christian
faith therefore takes death seriously, but not as God's final word about us,
Hell is the final rejection of grace; heaven the final experience of grace,

Part IV
The Holy Trinity

Our experience is limited to God's dealing with us, We can experience the being
of God only as this is expressed in CGod’s dealing with us., On the basis of the
event of Jesus as the Gospel we can draw some conclusions about the being of
God, When I shift my trust to Jesus as God, the Affirmer, his affirmation
confers upon mwe a new relationship to myself, new possibilities for myself, indeed
& new self, When I trust Jesus, I can experience the world as good but not god;
I confess that for the world to be its true self it must have God as its Greater
transcending itself, In the confession of the Creator I am given a new relatiomship
to the world, When I trust Jesus, I also experisence people as the agents, but
not the originators, of the forgiveness of sins, The Spirit who transcends
forgiving people, and thus frees them to become truly persons, is the Holy
Spirit. In the confession of the Holy Spirit I am given a new relatienship to
my fellow men, to human community, God is thus singular, unique, only (and in
that sense one), and yet &he transcendence experienced in and beyond my threefold
relationship to myself, my world and my fellows, That transcendence must be
confessed as personal bscause Jesus is a historical person, because the Gospel
is personal address, because the world is experienced as purposive, Apart
from its grounding in the Gospel the most orthodax formulation of the dookrine
of the Trinity can be herectical. Because the doctrine of the Brinity is tbs
confession of the being of God, it is a final statement, the last word, a werd
of praise. It is not the basis for further theological speculation, It is
always and only conclusion. To shift it from conclusion to premise is ®o invite
distortion and/or mis-interpretatiam.

€D
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Part V
Holy Seripture and Church Dogma

Holy Sebipbure

1.

It is now clear thet the church needs Holy Scripture beecause of
the Gospel. My experience of threat and accusation takes place
ppart from the witness of the Bible, although the Bible also
witnesses to both threat and accusstion, My subjection to the
"aw" takes place whether I recognize it or not, whether I
acknowledge it as God's law or not. There is no escape from
the paradoxical experience of fate and gullt.

Holy Sobdipture is indispensable for the Gospel. It is our only
acoess to the event of the Gospel, It is the only norm, although
not the only form,for the proclamation of the Gospel. As such it
is the prophstic and apostolic foundation of the church, unigue

and without parallel or substitute in the life of the chureh,

When we trust the Gospsl we recognize its witness as that of the
Holy Spirit, If we reject the Gospel, then we alse resist the
testimony of the Holy Spirit., To trust the Gospel is to acimowledge
the trustworthiness and autherity of Holy Sebipture.

Church Dogma

Church Dogma is the mandatory content of the church's proclamation of
the Gospel, One does not believe Dogma; one believes the Gospel.
Dogma is necessary so that the Gospel is present in its verbal and
sacramental forms in order that faith can be evoked. It is Jex
dogendl, the law of teaching in the church,



