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EDITORIAL

Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news; lift up your voice
with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good news; lift it up, fear not; say to the
cities of Judah, “Behold your God!” (Isa. 40:9, ESV)

This edition of Foundations brings together a number of articles which focus on
contemporary theological issues and historical theology.

Sarah Allen’s article on Sarah Coakley most overtly engages with contemporary
theology as she considers Coakley’s 2013 work God, Sexuality and the Self: An Essay
on the Trinity. Engaging contemporary theological perspectives from a reformed
and evangelical stance is important. Allen provides us with a helpful model to
do that, interacting with Coakley charitably yet robustly. The theological topics
touched on are important e.g. gender, desire, Trinity and, as such, Allen’s review
article repays careful reading.

Tom Underhill considers a matter which has been the subject of recent debate,
namely a “Reformed Catholic” approach to theology. Underhill’s contribution to
this debate is to seek to provide “a theological justification for a presumption
of trust towards tradition that is both consistently Protestant and persuasive
to evangelical readers.” He aims to do this via an in-depth interaction with the
publication Reformed Catholicity by Michael Allen and Scott Swain. As a church
historian who values highly the work of the Spirit through the ages, the overall
case resonates. However, for me, questions remain around the contemporary
applications to interactions with theological traditions (e.g. Roman Catholic)
which have foundational divergences with reformed and evangelical belief on both
the principium cognoscendi externum (the external principle of knowledge, namely
revelation) and the principium cognoscendi internum (the internal principle
of knowledge, namely faith). And questions remain around the balance of the
“presumption of trust” and the ability to say with the Scots Confession, “if any man
will note in this our Confession any article or sentence repugning to God’s holy
word, that it would please him of his gentleness, and for Christian charity’s sake,
to admonish us of the same in writ; and We of our honour and fidelity do promise
unto him satisfaction from the mouth of God (that is, from his holy Scriptures), or
else reformation of that which he shall prove to be amiss.” [ would welcome further
exploration of these questions.

Stephen Steele’s article is in the realm of church history, as he takes us back in
time to the 17% century to consider how some key theologians at the Westminster
Assembly responded to increasing knowledge of, and access to, variants within
copies of Scripture in the original languages. Steel argues that there is evidence
leadingmembers ofthe Westminster Assembly were unperturbed by the emergence
of divergent texts of the New Testament. This suggests that any attempt to “fix” the
text of the New Testament to that known at the time of the Reformation and ignore
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new manuscripts is historically as well as theologically misguided. Again, this is an
area of contemporary interest and relevance.

John Ferguson continues the theme of church history and introduces us to the
theology of one of the most brilliant of the theologians of the 19" century Free
Church of Scotland, Hugh Martin. Martin is one of my personal favourite theologians
to read; there is a freshness and power to his exegesis that few possess. Ferguson is
a safe guide to Martin, and [ hope this article encourages many to take up and read
Martin. It will not be wasted time.

An article by Gary Brady closes out the article section of Foundations. In a sense
is it unlike most articles in Foundations, in that it introduces us to a number of
men in a specific time and place, who are largely forgotten and some of whom we
can know little about. The question might be asked, what is the value of this? Well,
primarily to remind us that God’s work largely advances through unknown men
and women who labour faithfully and whose reward is great in heaven. I hope this
article is an encouragement to us all.

[ trust these articles, and the book reviews in this issue, are all of help for the
church.

Dr Donald John MacLean

Editor of Foundations

Elder, Cambridge Presbyterian Church and Assistant Professor of Historical
Theology at Westminster Seminary (UK).

December 2023



Foundations 85: December 2023

THINKING THROUGH DIFFERENCE AND DESIRE:

A CRITICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH OF SARAH COAKLEY’S GOD,
SEXUALITY AND THE SELF

Abstract

This essay critiques the central arguments of Sarah Coakley’s 2013 work God,
Sexuality and the Self: An Essay on the Trinity from a reformed perspective and
in light of current debates around sexuality and gender in the church. Coakley’s
methodology, trinitarian model and anthropology are explored, resulting in a
concentration on the relationship between God, desire and gender. Conclusions
are drawn about the important role of binaries and embodiment, and a careful use
of metaphor in theological models.

L Introduction:

Gender, sex, and sexuality are focal points of debate and even outright conflict
today in both Christian and secular discourse. This January, the Church of England’s
Bishops’ announcement that prayers of blessing will be offered to same-sex couples
has given rise to questions in Parliament and headlines in newspapers, while
the Scottish approval of new Gender Self-ID rules has intensified protests at the
resulting apparent erasure of women'’s and children’s rights. For the evangelical
church, these conflicts coincide with an ongoing revaluation of attitudes to female
and male identities. Not only are lines drawn between those with conservative and
liberal attitudes, but increasingly in some of these discussions, second wave (now
often depicted as ‘radical’) feminism which militates against objectification of
women and for equal opportunities, emphasisingwomen’s collective needs, appears
to be at odds with third and fourth wave feminism, influenced by poststructuralist
gender theory which promotes diversity of self-expression and the breaking of
norms.1 Central to these, questions around the relationship between sex (biological
identity of male and female) and gender (cultural expressions of masculinity and
femininity) are the twin concerns of equality and difference.

These questions, however, are not primarily sociological, political, or even
philosophical. Southern Baptist College Principal, Al Mohler, writes that “current
debates on sexuality presentto the church a crisis thatisirreducibly and inescapably
theological”? How men and women can be different and at the same time equal;

1 For example, over pornography. Second wave feminism opposed this in the 1980s, but third wave
feminism of the late 1990s onwards, influenced by post-structuralism, embraced it. The debate is on-going.

2 Al Mohler, Biblical Theology and the Sexuality Crisis. Cited 30 March 2018. Online: https://www.9marks.
org/article/biblical-theology-and-the-sexuality-crisis/
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whether observable gender differences and sexual behaviours are purely socially
constructed or innate, and whether all have the same value, are not just questions
which can be addressed by theology, but which necessarily presuppose an
understanding of both humanity and God, whether this is acknowledged or not. As
such, conversations in churches about these topics have relevance to the debates
outside their walls.

God, Sexuality and the Self: An Essay on the Trinity (GSS) is, in part, an answer
to this crisis.3 Sarah Coakley, one time Honorary Canon of Ely Cathedral and
until recently Norris-Hulse Professor of Divinity at Cambridge University, admits
that “institutional Christianity is in crisis about ‘sexuality’”” and confesses her
aim “come at the issue...through a different route - that of the divine itself”.4
However, her approach to issues of sex and gender is different from that of Mohler:
her theological outlook is shaped by feminism and Platonism, convictions which
lead her to the striking conclusion that:

only systematic theology (of a particular sort) can adequately and effectively
respond to the rightful critiques that gender studies and political and liberation
theology have laid at its door. And only gender studies, inversely, and its
accompanying political insights, can thus properly re-animate ‘systematic
theology’®

Coakley’s theological method, therefore, provides Christians of reformed
theological convictions an opportunity to see how a contemporary gender studies
approach challenges some orthodox elements of doctrine, and at the same time,
highlights questions around gender, sex, sexuality and power which require further
careful thinking. Here, sex is taken to refer to biological sex, that is male and female,
and gender to the expression of masculinity and femininity.

Il. Method as Message

Romans 8.26-7 forms Coakley’s starting point in GSS, and from these verses
she develops a threefold thesis: first, that the Trinity is to be understood most
profoundly through Spirit-led contemplative prayer; second, that “sexual desire
finds its meaning only in the triune God”; third, that through encounter with the

3 Sarah Coakley, God Sexuality and the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). Hereafter
referred to as GSS. This is the first of four projected volumes which means that any assessment of Coakley’s
theology is to a degree provisional and limited. Gaps and questions which are identified here may well be
answered or closed in subsequent books. For example, whilst this first volume considers The Trinity, the
subsequent volumes are expected to discuss Christology, soteriology and ecclesiology and along with them,
issues of race and class. Having said this, much of the material of God, Sexuality and the Self can be found, either
in full, or in fragments in her published oeuvre, so it can be confidently assumed that the book to a significant
degree stands on its own and it is unlikely that its arguments will not be seriously mitigated by future writing.

4 Coakley, GSS, 1.

5 Sarah Coakley, “Is there a Future for Gender and Theology? On Gender, Contemplation, and the Systematic
Task”, Svensk Teologisk Kvartalskrift. Arg. 85 (2009), 52; GSS, 9.
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triune God, damaging binaries found in Church and society can be broken down or
transcended.® Thus, Coakley’s arguments about gender, sexuality and the Trinity
are conceptually interdependent and structurally interwoven, even sentence by
sentence creating a typically post-modern obscurity.

This integration of ideas stems in large part from an approach Coakley names
théologie totale, which is simultaneously her “method, perspective and, even to
some degree, message.”’ By totale she means an inter-disciplinary range: chapters
on iconography, patristics, metaphysical poetry and practical theology are all
included in GSS and in these she uses frames of reference from feminist ideology,
gender studies and other branches of philosophy. At the same time, totale implies a
uniformity of vision, despite the disparate material, which for Coakley comes from
contemplation. Her breadth of interest provides a challenge to evangelicals who
have, to their own serious detriment (see my review in the Spring 2023 edition
of this journal) not sufficiently scrutinised the relationship between power and
gender in culture or theology. However, this unifying methodological approach
functions also to promote a theological emphasis on an erosion or minimisation of
difference, which creates some serious doctrinal problems.

1. The Contemplating Subject

Coakley’s contemplative method defines her anthropology, the ‘self’ ofthe book’s
title. In contemplation, she contends, human desire meets its reflection in God’s
desiring self. What she means by contemplation is wordless and silent reflection,
“an attentive openness of the whole self...to the reality of God and the creation”. 8
Though she draws this emphasis from pre-and post-Nicene writers, she misses out
their insistence on scriptural exegesis and ultimate Christ focus. Ayres says that
for Augustine “humility, desire for divine mercy and attention to the Scriptures are
the sine qua non for being led toward contemplation”, presenting contemplation
as goal, rather than process.9 This is starkly different from Coakley’s apophatic
method of “kneeling in the darkness”, pursuing “a love affair with a blank”.10 Her
connection of self-abnegation and unknowing leads theologian Linn Tonstad to
claim provocatively that “the self-erasing human being ... comes to stand at the very
center of her theological project”.11 This critique comes from a feminist perspective

6  GSS, 15 italics mine. These divisions include those between eastern and western approaches to the
Trinity (301); Church and sect (185); and equality and difference in reference to gender (273).

7  GSS, 43. As Miroslav Volf has said, “method is message” in that “all major methodological decisions
have implications for the whole of the theological edifice”. Miroslav Volf, “Theology, Meaning and Power:
a Conversation with George Lindbeck on Theology and the Nature of Christian Difference” in ed. Timothy
R. Phillips and Dennis L Okholm, The nature of Confession: Evangelicals and Post-Liberals in Conversation,
(Leicester: IVP, 1996) 45.

8 Koh, “Prayer as Divine Propulsion” n.p; GSS, 89-88.

9  Ayres, Augustine, 131.

10  GSS 325; 342. She credits Dom Sebastian Moore with this phrase - see her footnote.

11 Linn Marie Tonstad, God and Difference: The Trinity, Sexuality, and the Transformation of Finitude,
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and is driven by a conviction that kenotic interpretations of Philippians 2.6-7 are
especially damaging for women.12 While Coakley does not promote kenosis as
self-erasure, still this embrace of “darkness” and some confusion around revelation
may ironically generate a danger of both solipsism and/or loss of self-identity, for
where else can one go for a sense of self within this scheme? In the light of recent
discussions around abuse of women and minorities in the evangelical church, it is
important to underline that although discipleship metaphors of slavery and self-
denial are to be taken seriously, loss of self is presented as the opposite of salvation
(Matthew 16.24-27).

If, in Coakley’s scheme, contemplation is the ideal mode for the self, it also
expresses the central essence of the self. She writes that “desire is the constellating
category of selfthood, the ineradicable root of one’s longing for God’ and again that
“desire is more fundamental than sex...desire is an ontological category belonging
primarily to God, and only secondarily to humans”, it is “the precious clue that ever
tugs at the heart, reminding the human soul...of its created source”'®* Reformed
theology might agree with the centrality of desire to human experience, and its
ultimate satisfaction in God, but Coakley goes further in attributing desire to God,
and giving “new coinage to ...[the] tradition of Christian Platonism”.!* We will
consider this turn in later paragraphs.

2. The Desiring Subject

This understanding of desire as defining human experience, exposed in spiritual
encounter and shown to be capable of transformation and sublimation, is to be
welcomed in a secularised space where desires are rarely interrogated or denied.
Coakley advocates for asceticism, as a practice of self-denial, or mortification, and
this offers a significant avenue for reformed Christians to explore especially in
the light of same-sex marriage debates.'® It must be noted, however, that although
she acknowledges the “crookedness” of the human heart and the necessity of

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 108.

12 It is a common and valid critique that ideas of Christ-like self-emptying (kenosis) make the
powerless in society more prone to exploitation and complicit in their own subjugation. Recognising
that these verses do not teach that Christ emptied himself of his divine nature is an important safeguard
against such a problem.

13 GSS, 58 and 10.

14  GSS, 8-9. For Plotinus, the key shaper of the Platonism which significantly influenced Origen, Gregory
of Nyssa and Augustine, amongst many others, desire is central to life: “in the highest life, the life of Intellect,
where we find the highest form of desire, that desire is eternally satisfied by contemplation of the One... Soul
is the principle of desire for objects that are external to the agent of desire. Everything with a soul, from human
beings to the most insignificant plant, acts to satisfy desire.... Soul explains, as unchangeable Intellect could not,
the deficiency that is implicit in the fact of desiring.” Gerson, Lloyd. "Plotinus." The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Fall 2018 Edition), ed., Zalta, Edward N. Cited 12 May 2019. Online:https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/fall2018/entries/plotinus/.

15 David Bennet’s DPhil thesis may be a starting point for this process: Queering the queer: an exploration
of how gay celibate asceticism can renew and inform the role of desire in contemporary Anglican theology.
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grace, stating that “the Spirit progressively ‘breaks’ sinful desires, in and through
the passion of Christ” (emphasis hers), these references to the processes of
sanctification remain ambiguous, and the outcome she envisages is lacking, too.'®
Committed monogamous relationships, whether heterosexual or homosexual, are
an ideal, to be worked towards, rather than a discipline to be adhered to. This sets
Coakley apart from the historic Christian sexual ethic. As we shall see later in our
discussion of gender, this highlights Coakley’s reluctance to consider embodied
sex, and her related misplacement of Biblical marital metaphors.

In addition, Coakley’s understanding of desire for God, is much thinner than that
of Augustine on whom she bases much of her argument. While he sees humanity as
the “desiring animal”, he consistently unites desire with delight and love, implying
desire less focused on possession (that is, more agape than eros), and which has
been satisfied so produces joy.!” Coakley’s anthropology lacks this vision of fulfilled
desire, and of understanding which can shape and instruct desire. This appears to
promote self-denial without God’s provision of satisfaction, a rather paltry offer.’®
A reformed construction of the training of desires must allow for delight as well as
denial.

Related to this restricted view of desire, is an absence of the idea of union with
God in Christ, and instead the presence of a version of participation which comes
through graced contemplation. Though Coakley refers to Augustine and Gregory of
Nyssain some detail as exemplars of this sanctifying process of participation arising
out of contemplation, the images of justification, union and imputed righteousness,
as well as the language of forgiveness which they both use is absent.' Instead,
Coakley offers participation which is “possible only in virtue of contemplative
‘effacement’ and which is significantly “a progressive - and sometimes painful -
incorporation into the life of God”.?° This is a strange departure from the protestant
tradition Coakley serves within. Just as there is no idea of regeneration and union
with God, there is no sense that participation has a corporate dimension. Her term
‘incorporation’ even suggests a dissolution of the self, a mystical merging with God,
and thus a breaking of the binary creature-creator distinction which is alien to the
doctrine of union with God, or to classical understandings of participation.?! It may
be that this is an issue of terminology, but such a breaking of binaries is in keeping

16  GSS, 14. What she means here by the ‘the passion of Christ’ is unclear.

17  Michael P. Foley in foreward to Mark ]J. Boone, The Conversion and Therapy of Desire: Augustine’s
Theology of Desire in the Cassicacum Dialogues, (Cambridge: James Clark & Co,2017), viii.

18 That is, if the self is continually desiring, then it will inevitably be lacking, and in being without
satisfaction will remain at the centre.

19  Gregory of Nyssa, Homily 1, 25-27, 14. Homily 2, 17. Augustine, De Doctrina, book 1, chapter 17.16,.27
and 16.15, 27 (No editor or translator mentioned in this copy) Online: https://www.ccel.org/ccel/augustine/
doctrine.html This book was published the same year as the Confessions began to be written, 397 AD.

20 GSS, 23,87.

21 This relates, too, to the hypostatic union, which is not clearly shown in her Christology, which I do not
explore in this paper.
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with other concerns throughout GSS. Thus, her discussion of the self’s relation to
the church is also largely neglected, other than to say that the contemplating soul
might be a source of renewal for the church at large.?? The individual’s spiritual
experience then, overrides both corporate and, through the exclusive focus on
contemplation, corporal dimensions of reality. Contemplation may be an essential
component of Christian discipleship, but it must reckon with the body, as God’s
good gift.

I1I. Divine Disruption

Coakley’s focus on spirituality determines her formulation of the divine, but so
too does her commitment to feminism and gender theory. The resultis a centring of
the Holy Spirit as a means of resistance to any formulations which can be described
as binary, hierarchical or patriarchal. Coakley centres her Trinitarian explorations
in perceived oppositions between pre- and post-Nicene writers and between Paul
and John, as well as drawing from visual representations of the divine over church
history. John 14-16, she claims, offers a ‘linear’ model of authority which is in direct
contrast to an earlier Pauline vision of ‘mutuality’ found particularly in Romans 8
and Galatians 4. She argues that this model was developed through fourth century
creedal achievements which she claims marginalised the Spirit in “potential, at
least, ironic unorthodoxy” as “the secondary communicator of an already privileged
dyad” and then reinforced by western adoption of filioque.?® Coakley then claims
that this dominance of Father and Son, and diminishing of the Spirit, who in eastern
formulations was depicted as female, or in the west substituted with Mary, resulted
in a patriarchal hierarchy in Church life and doctrine. Steering away from common
feminist responses to this, Coakley accepts gendered language for the Father and
Son, but proposes the Spirit as leading and interrupting, so diminishing a sense of
masculine authority, and uses this model to suggest that human fixities, including
those of gender, can also be disrupted by spiritual encounter.

1. The Interruptive, Leading Spirit

In contrast to what Coakley sees as John’s ‘linear’ model and as an attempt
to avoid the “privileged male dyad”, Coakley offers instead a trinitarian order in
which, the Holy Spirit:

22 Coakley, Powers, 85-6 and GSS passim.

23 GSS, 330; On page 101 she says that this is because of an “ambiguity” in Scripture. Here she means
that a focus on Johannine writings to elaborate the equality and distinction of the persons meant that what
she sees as Paul’s model was not acknowledged. Whether this is a real ambiguity will be discussed below. Of
course, she is not the first to say that the exclusion of the Spirit results in the oppression of women; we see
this in other feminist writers like Elizabeth Johnson. & GSS, 101. Emphasis hers. Coakley’s argument here is in
some ways reminiscent of her arguments regarding onto-theology - that dogmatic certainty can bring about
the marginalisation of the other.
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is ...the primary means of incorporation into the trinitarian life of God, ...as
constantly and ‘reflexively’ at work in believers in the circle of response to the
Father’s call.**

» o« » o«

She dubs this schema “incorporative”, “reflexive”, “prayer-based” and “Spirit
leading” and identifies the Holy Spirit the one who forms Sonship in the believer,
through “interruption” and leads them to the Father in the act of prayer, bringing
incorporation into the divine in Ro 8 and Gal 4:6.2° The difficulty with this formula
lies in what is absent, rather than what is present.

Her discussion of both the biblical and patristic sources as she develops this
position is unconvincing. Coakley proposes opposition between a linear model,
implying hierarchy, and one of incorporation, implying mutuality. However, in
most examples we find the Father, Son, Spirit order integrated with language
of indwelling; difference, indicated through the processions and economy, sits
comfortably with equality.

Paul’s depiction of what Leon Morris calls “mutual indwelling” in Romans 8 is
still carefully structured.?® The work of the Spiritin believers described throughout
the chapter is predicated on the work of the Father through the Son, neatly summed
up in Ephesians 2:18 where Paul writes “through [Christ] we ...have access to the
Father by one Spirit”. When she turns to Athanasius, Coakley correctly argues that
“incorporative ‘adoption’ into Sonship” in Letters to Serapion is concomitant with
“the Spirit’s ontological equality in the Godhead” and surmises that this resolution
came through Athanasius’ contact with the mysticism of Anthony.?’” Yet here also,
the Spirit “proceeds from the Father, and, belonging to the Son, is from him given
to the disciples and all who believe in him”.?®8 The Spirit may lead believers to
the Father, but first the Father sends the Spirit, and both always in and through
Christ. Coakley’s spirituality perspective which leads her formulations is not the
one preferred throughout her sources, even those which are influenced by early
mysticism.

What is also significant in Coakley’s presentation of the Spirit is her absence
of attention to repeated references in both John and Paul to the Spirit’s teaching
role: in John spiritual liberation comes through knowing the truth.?® This gap
is also evident as she considers patristic sources. Coakley asserts not only that
the early Church made “a normative association of the ‘Spirit’ with charismatic

24 GSS, 111.

25 For example: GSS, 316; 111; 89.

26  Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988. Repr. 1994), 307-8.
27 GSS,136;136-7.

28  Letters to Serapion, (translated C.R.B. Shapland, Epworth Press 1951) 46. Online: http://
thegroveisonfire.com/books/Athanasius/Athanasius-Letters-to-Serapion-CRB-Shapland.pdf. 1.20, 43. In
addition the pattern ‘from the Father, through the Son, in the Spirit’ is repeated numerous times: twice in 1.12
(page 38), twice in 1.14 (page 39), twice in 1.20 (page 43).

29 John 14:15, 21, 23; 15:4-7,9-10, 12, 17 and John 8:32.

11
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gifts, and especially prophecy” which, though it lacked “subtleties...[was] in
line with...[the] prayer-based approach”?® Those “ecstatic” gifts, however, are
in many places associated with wisdom-revelation, understanding, holiness
and preaching, (implying reason and self-awareness), rather than an absence of
rationality or self-transcendence.®’ Furthermore, she is forced to concede that,
rather than exclusively supporting her approach, most of the sources she cites are
“a mixed type”, combining linear order and incorporation. 3> Even in Origen’s On
Prayer, a treatise on Romans 8 which Coakley contends represents her model of
trinitarian incorporation and accompanying ecstatic experience, the Holy Spirit
and understanding are inseparable in prayer, and that understanding comes from
the word.?® If we are to centre contemplation, in the way that these sources do,
then it has to be contemplation of God through reflection on his word, not on a
“blank”3* Such a word focused contemplation will be instructive for thinking
about sex and gender and provide believers with increasing clarity, rather than a
confusing lability.

IV. The God of Desire

Coakley develops her argument by identifying in Augustine, and Gregory of
Nyssa, “ecstatic moments...which converge towards a vision of God predicated
precisely on the notion of incorporative, transformative, divine desire”>* Here, too,
she overstates her case, and in the process she overrides one crucial elements of
human/divine difference. Atthe end of De Trinitate, Augustine writes that “the love
which is from God and is God is distinctively the Holy Spirit; through him the charity
of God is poured into our hearts, and through it the whole triad dwells in us”. She
is right that this is a joyful echo of Rom. 8:14-17 but hardly “a sense of even divine

30 @SS, 116.

31 In GSS, 120 she claims that the Apostolic Fathers describe “ecstatic, visionary and prophetic activity”.
Clement of Rome, however, relates that, “The ministers of the grace of God have, by the Holy Spirit, spoken of
repentance” and “an abundant outpouring also of the Holy Spirit fell upon all; and being full of holy counsel”
in other places he connects OT Scripture as well as his own writings and the preaching of the Apostles with
the Spirit. First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians, VIII, Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol 1 (ed Edited by Alexander
Roberts, D.D. & James Donaldson, LL.D, Online: https://www.ccel.org/ccel/lightfoot/fathers.pdf )18; 3. Also
see examples on 9; 23.

32 These are Irenaeus and Tertullian. GSS, 124. Also, note the quotation she uses on page 123 (Irenaeus,
Against Heresies 5.XX.2)

33 Origen, On Prayer, VII, CCEL. Online: https://www.ccel.org/ccel/origen/prayer.pdf. Origen roots his
argument throughout in detailed exegesis of various passages and directs his readers to use Scripture in
prayer because they are “full of power [if] above all when praying “with the spirit,” they pray “also with the
understanding”, 7, 21. Also note that “even our understanding is unable to pray unless the Spirit leads it in
prayer” 1, 4; “truly prayers made and spoken with the Spirit are also full of the declarations of the wisdom of
god” 1, 5.

34 GSS, 325; 342
35 GSS, 310.
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‘control’ being released”, or even a replication of her Spirit-led incorporation.®®
Coakley’s reading of Gregory of Nyssa’s later work as “an alignment of sexual
desire and desire for God” is curious.?” As for Augustine, in Nyssa, sexual longing is
to be distanced from, even replaced by, the second.?® Furthermore, the metaphor
of longing runs one way; the believer is to be in love with God, a love implanted
by God, but God is not depicted as desiring the believer. Even, he says, “God, in
contemplating Himself, has no desire”.?* Bom writes appositely that for Gregory of
Nyssa and Augustine, “the desire for God is the result of the ontological distance of
difference between humanity and God”; desire comes from the incomplete towards
the complete, not vice versa, and not exist within the complete.*

In seeking to foreground the Holy Spirit as a representative of divine desire,
Coakley disrupts these important divine distinctives. Rather than her schema
coming from the pre and post Nicene sources she discusses, it seems to be rooted
in the writings of later mystics. 6th century Pseudo-Dionysius writes in The Divine
Names:

the name of Loving- kindness [agape] and of Love [eros] is placed ...in the same
category throughout the Divine revelations, and this is of a power unifying, and
binding together, and mingling.”

This Coakley rightly interprets as “a divine ecstatic yearning, meeting and
incorporating a responsive human ecstatic yearning” and she goes further, stating,

desire is an ontological category belonging primarily to God...[it] signifies no
lack ...[it] connotes that plenitude of longing that God has for God’s own creation
and for its full and ecstatic participation in the divine, trinitarian life.*

Like Dionysius, she imports ideas of possession and want. Coakley describes
God’s desire as a “longing” or “yearning”, both words with connotations of
absence, incompleteness and even possibility, claiming this is both ontological and
directed towards the creation.** Her presentation is out of keeping with a classical
understanding of God’s aseity and potentially, his impassibility, diminishing a
sense of God’s freedom and grace, and replacing it with a kind of dependence on

36 Augustine, De Trinitate, (trans. Edmund Hill O.P, New York: New City Press, 2015), XV.5.32, 542; GSS,
294.

37 GSS, 310.
38 This will be explored more fully in part 3.

39 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul and Resurrection, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol 5, ed.
Philip Scaff. Online: https://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf205.pdf, 835.

40 Klaas Bom, “Directed by Desire: An Exploration Based on the Structures for the Desire for
God”. Scottish Journal of Theology, 62 (2009): 135-48.139.

41 Pseudo Dionysius, Divine Names, 1Vxii, (Trans by John Parker, London: James Parker, 1897) Online:
http://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/03d/0450-0525,_Dionysius_Areopagita, Works, EN.pdf page 36.

42 GSS, 295.
43 GSS, 333.
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creation. ** Rather than finding desire in the Trinity, we might more carefully say
with John Webster, “God loves himself in the mutual delight of the three persons in
which is his entire satisfaction”, noting the relationship of delight and love we saw
earlier in Augustine.*

If we understand desire as a force sustaining difference, in that it causes the
subject to see the desired as object, and bringing these together, and which can
ultimately be reproductive, then human interpersonal longing and human desire
for God can have stabilising effect. To transfer desire to inter and extra trinitarian
relations, however, is destabilising, as we have seen. It seems far better to focus
on the completeness and certainty summarised in John’s declaration that “God is
love” and to recognise his will in loving humanity first (1 John 4.7-12).

1. The Gendered God

If Coakley offers us a God who confuses the boundary between created and
creator, so too, she presents transgression of the “false divides” of gender
boundaries.** Many 20th century feminist theologians have located masculine
language for God as a source of inequity in the Church and world and proposed
instead feminine language or a female divine. In a similar way, social trinitarians
have responded to division by allocating gender identities to the persons of the
Trinity, thus reinforcing gender essentialism. Coakley rejects both these approaches
to the gendered names and metaphors found in the bible. Following Aquinas she
first appears to see ectype in the language of Fatherhood, saying “the true meaning
of father is to be found in Trinity”, supporting this from Matthew 23:9.*” So far, so
good; yet her aim to “slay patriarchy at its root” by letting contemplative encounter
with the heavenly Father radically redefine understandings of masculinity and
authority, gives rise to problems.*®

Because her conception of prayer is of engagement with “unspeakable”
“mystery”, the fatherhood of God is then defamiliarised, and becomes “a Life into
which we enter...Fatherhood beyond all human formulations”; thus ectype breaks
down.* Significantly, Coakley places the word father in inverted commas, to signify
the distance of this term from typical understandings, and she does not offer an
alternative definition or even the beginnings of a description. This means that

44 For example, God is “a most pure spirit...without body, parts or passions, immutable...most free, most
absolute...most loving, gracious, merciful Westminster Confession of Faith, Online: https://www.pcaac.org/
wp-content/uploads/2012/11/WCFScriptureProofs.pdf, 2, 8-9.

45 John Webster, “Creation out of Nothing” in Christian Dogmatics (ed. Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain,
Grand Rapids: Baker, 2016), 138.

46 GSS, 68 & 84.

47  GSS, 324. “Call no man Father except God alone” though Ephesians 3:14-15 could also be seen as
upholding this view.

48  (SS, 327. Note the violence of this language!
49 GSS. 326,7.
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the good within human fatherhood, such as self-sacrificial guidance, protection,
compassion and provision, implied in Scripture (for example, Psalm 103 and
Luke 15:11-32), is set aside and the doctrinal significances of adoption and the
begottenness of the Son, are muted.*® Furthermore, an ambiguity around human
gender results. Separating divine names, metaphorical though they are, from their
human referents (see Ephesians 3.15), leaves a gap in the meaning of masculinity.

V. Malleable Male and Female

In GSS Coakley encourages readers to explore not only a disruption in gendered
language for God, but also how encounter with the gender-less God can disrupt
human understandings of gender too, even to the extent of rendering gender labile.
She bases this idea first on the use of the birth pangs metaphor in Romans 8.22-23
and works out to look at Origen and Gregory of Nyssa’s writings, on prayer and
the Song of Songs, comparing these with Augustine’s reflections on sex difference.
Throughout this discussion, it is evident that Coakley misapprehends important
metaphors. Paul in Romans uses the metaphor of female birth pains to describe
the created order’s struggle as it waits for God’s kingdom to come, and he also
writes about Christians as sons and children. This is not a “flipflopping” of gender,
because the referents are different. Paul uses different metaphors to emphasise
different aspects of reality, creation’s pain is one, and believers’ relationship
with God is another, and in this last, the children and their father, he retains a
hierarchical distinction between what is made, and its maker which is determined
more by generation than by gender. Furthermore, it is important to remember that
it is the nature of metaphor to liken two ultimately dissimilar things, rather than
to transfer wholescale likeness. Dissimilarities are not dissolved by comparison of
discrete features.

In her discussion of other sources, Coakley transfers her assumptions about
the relationship between trinitarian and gender relations. She acknowledges that
Augustine’s understanding is of a paradox of equality and difference between men
and women, and concludes that here, “what matters is harmony and order, unity
and cooperation”®* Yet, she also suggests that for him, “contemplative encounter ...
will include the possibility of upsetting the ‘normal’ vision of the sexes and gender
altogether”, seemingly basing this on her own understanding of gender dynamics
in contemplative prayer.>> When she considers Nyssa’s On the Making of Man,
Coakley discovers a “fascinatingly labile perception of the role of ‘gender”” implying
“desexed equality”.> This reading is, however, disputed. Rather than suggesting

50 Feminist critics still complain that this approach reinstates an unequal divide, with both creation and
individual believers as the submissive female and God as masculine authority, (Tonstad, God and Difference,
103). Coakley’s vision however, is far from a reiteration of Ephesians 5.25-33 complementarian structure.

51 GSS,293.
52 GSS, 310.
53  GSS, 274; 310. Though she carefully notes that he is not “going for non-binary in a “secular” sense”
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a two-stage creation process of “angeloid” unsexed spiritual bodies, followed by
sexually differentiated bodies, it can be read as indicating a simultaneous creation of
two separate entities: rational, unsexed spirits and sexed bodies. This latter option
would cohere to some degree with Augustine’s equal-and-different argument, as
equivalent spirits dwell in differentiated bodies.

In contrast, within Nyssa’s Homilies on the Song of Songs we certainly see a
fluidity of genderroles, as the soul seeking after God, takes a male voice, then female,
sometimes singular, then plural, in a contemplative ascent towards participation in
God. These movements, in however; instantiate the union of two different identities,
as Cadenhead states, identifying in Gregory a rejection of Plato’s pederastic model:
“the erotic relationship between God and soul is always metaphorically a male-
female relationship”.>* We might add, the metaphors work precisely because they
use two distinct entities, male and female bodies, or rather, bridegroom and bride,
for two distinct referents, God and his people. True fluidity of gender would break
down the functioning of this metaphor. Here we must note that recognising bodies
as created male and female (rejecting gender theories of bodies as neutral forms
which are assigned or subvert socially constructed gender) allows us to describe
gender not as a fluid performance, but as a function of those bodies. Do Vale, in his
insightful analytic work on gender, argues that this position takes into account the
good orderliness of creation and also undergirds the classical doctrine that God
is genderless, as he is bodiless, and acts to rebut the idea that a belief in binary
gender somehow results in a patriarchal God.>®

One could argue that by adopting in GSS a view of “gender that is ...founded
in bodily practices of prayer”, rather than the sexed body, Coakley contracts and
concretises gender, and actually reinforces stereotypes, establishing a sort of
female-dominant androgyny, for the pray-er is the receptive, bridal figure.*® As
she writes so provocatively in an earlier work, “only the feminised soul can fully
respond to the embraces of the bridegroom”>” Removing the metaphor from
its scriptural context of Christ’s loving self-gift for the Church and covenantal
faithfulness, creates a problematically eroticised and individualistic model. Bridal
imagery which is used throughout Scripture to describe first Israel and then the

(282) adding: “his is a sui generis view of gender is not one subsumable into modern or postmodern secular
categories” (304).

54  Raphael A. Cadenhead, The Body and Desire: Gregory of Nyssa’s Ascetical Theology, (California:
University of California: 2018), 51.

55 Fellipe, Do Vale, The Ontology of Gender: An Analytic Theological Approach. (MA Thesis,

Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 2016), 189. His argument is dense, but worth including: “If gender is the
proper function of the human body, then the only things that are gendered (in the strong, literal sense) are
human bodies. Since God lacks a human body, then there is no possibility of his being strongly gendered (he
could not possibly have the proper function of a human body if he lacks a human body)... Put simply, the only
appropriate subject for gender is the human body”.

56  GSS, 34. In Powers, 68, Coakley claims “only the feminised soul can fully respond to the embraces of
the bridegroom”.

57 Coakley, Powers, 68.
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church, is always corporate, never applied to individuals, and focuses first on
what the Lord has done, as covenant maker, before any bride-like behaviour of
his people. Gender reference within the metaphor illustrates this distinction, as
well as the loving security of union, far more than other aspects of gender. Male
believers do not need to become “feminised” in prayer, though they do need to
become dependent and submissive, features also of the child and the servant,
which are non-gendered metaphors for believers. Collectively these images define
ideas of the church, rather than masculinity or femininity, for the calling to submit
to God is issued to all, male and female alike.

VI. Difference and Desire Reconstructed

Returning to the current tensions in the church, we find that Coakley highlights
areas which merit careful theological attention and may be of great help in
producing a God honouring response. These include the relationship between
human desires and our hunger for God, the use of prayer and self-denial in training
desire, and the connection between conceptions of gender and abuse of power.
While her methodology is certainly limiting, a willingness to centre prayer and
also to explore wider Christian culture in our practice of theology is needed as we
travel forwards.

In GSS Coakley exposes, perhaps inadvertently, the paradox of difference and
equality worked through both her studies of trinitarian models and representations
of gender. Her proposal, of offering resolution through an interruption of binaries
and anembrace ofgenderlability, is,thoughinstructive in exposing power structures
at work, ultimately reductive. A kind of oneness emerges, which minimises the
body that is the church and the differentiated human body, as well as the incarnate
body of Christ. It seems that to address the current crisis of sexuality, as she aims
to do, the reverse is required, for it is in facing up to difference through the body
in these various forms, and in relation to God, the Church can properly deal with
difference, order and equality, as well as sacrifice and power.
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EVANGELICALS, LET’S BE A LITTLE BIT MORE
REFORMED CATHOLIC

Tom Underhill

Abstract

What attitude should evangelicals, committed to sola Scriptura, take to extra-
scriptural church tradition? This article, taking cues from the recent book Reformed
Catholicity, argues that Scripture itself gives us reasons to cultivate an attitude of
trust and receptivity to tradition (though not uncritically), and that it would be
beneficial for UK conservative evangelicalism to recover such a posture.

L Introduction

Many evangelicals today are well-versed in C. S. Lewis’s “sea-breeze of the
centuries” argument for the value of tradition: reading the theological reflections
of past ages grants us a different perspective from that of our current generation,
revealing to us our assumptions with their limits and blind spots.! This is a fine
pragmatic argument, but not a theological one, and therein lies a vulnerability.
For without theological rationale, a posture of friendliness towards tradition
is susceptible to criticism on the basis of anti-tradition themes in Scripture
(particularly Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees), and the historic precedent
always near at hand to evangelicals who see themselves as heirs of Luther’s stand
on Scripture alone over and against church tradition. This article attempts to
supply such a theological justification for a presumption of trust towards tradition
that is both consistently Protestant and persuasive to evangelical readers. It takes
the form of an analysis of the book Reformed Catholicity by Michael Allen and Scott
Swain,” appropriating and bolstering their arguments along the way, and applying
their conclusions to the context of UK conservative evangelicalism.?

Reformed Catholicity, publishedin2015,isadefence ofacertainkind oftheological
mindset. Allen and Swain argue for methods, habits and instincts in theological
endeavour (at every level) that are friendly to and exploitative of tradition from a
geographically, historically and ecumenically wide range of sources. This is what

1  St. Athanasius and John Behr, On the Incarnation (Yonkers, N.Y: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011),
From the preface by Lewis.

2 Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain, Reformed Catholicity: The Promise of Retrieval for Theology and Biblical
Interpretation (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2015).

3 It would be tedious to keep repeating “conservative evangelicals/ism in a UK context”, so I will speak
simply of “evangelicals” and “evangelicalism” indicating primarily this subset of that wider culture.
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Reformed catholicity is (a “sensibility, not a system”).* The authors note the recent
popularity of projects of “retrieval”: attempts to address contemporary theological
issues or resource church cultures using sources from the past. Their definition
of retrieval projects is extensive, ranging from ressourcement Thomism’ to the
hymns of Keith and Kristin Getty. But the book aims to serve as a manifesto for
specifically Protestant retrieval, by defending this posture towards tradition on the
basis of Protestant theology and exegesis. Allen and Swain argue that it is consistent
for Reformed theology to be properly “catholic,” that is, to affirm significant areas
of continuity with the teaching of the church in all past generations and therefore
make profitable use of resources from anywhere in time or location that shared
doctrines are confessed. If Reformed theologians hold a doctrine of the Trinity
essentially the same as that taught by the pro-Nicene theologians of the fourth
century, there is much to be gained from reading those writers on the Trinity; if
that same doctrine is confessed today by Roman Catholic theologians, they too can
be read and quoted with profit.®

It may be that such a description (or even the book title) already sets the teeth
of evangelical readers on edge. Isn’t to be Protestant simply to be not-Catholic?
Allen and Swain, however, argue that this was not how the Reformers themselves
conceived of their identity. Their project is inspired by William Perkins, the original
self-styled “Reformed Catholicke,” who emphasised that his theological starting
place was the heritage of doctrine held in common by the church, from which the
errors of Rome (and others) were to be pared off.” It should be noted that this is
quite a different procedure from that, instinctive to much modern evangelicalism,
which requires all doctrine to be immediately and directly generated from
Scripture. In such a culture, the value of tradition (a creed, or doctrinal statement,
for example) is reduced to functioning as a signpost to or patchwork of Bible
verses. No person should be bound by such tradition unless they can come to the
same conclusions by simply reading the referenced proof texts; the artefacts of
tradition hold no authority whatsoever in themselves, but only as windows on to
Scripture (and therefore the thinner and more transparent they are, the better).
Again, it might seem to evangelical ears that this is the only possible position for
those who hold to the principle of sola Scriptura. But the Reformers themselves
reached precise conclusions about the ways in which Scripture both does and does
not claim sufficiency. The shape to the doctrine - sola Scriptura being of course
a doctrinal conclusion derived itself from more than a single text of Scripture -
sketched above does not match that on which they took their stand.

4 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 3.

5 A movement of Roman Catholic theologians giving increased attention to the work of Thomas Aquinas.
For definition, see Reformed Catholicity, 11.

6  While Allen and Swain work from a distinctively Reformed stance, their reasoning on the key points is
more historically Protestant than theologically Reformed, and hence can be appropriated by evangelicals more
broadly.

7  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 3.
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Our argument below, following the course of Reformed Catholicity, is that
it is not merely pragmatically unwise, a la Lewis, but unjustified on the basis of
Scripture itself to give a cast to the doctrine of sola Scriptura so as to exclude the
necessary contribution of the teaching agency of the church, and the possibility of
assigning secondary authority to the artefacts of tradition. We are talking here of
the relation between tradition and Scripture, theologically and exegetically, and the
implications for our practice of theology and exegesis. The contention is that the
Reformed catholic sensibility, which receives theology and theologians of the past
with thankfulness and a certain degree of trust (though not without critique, and
not yielding the position and function of Scripture as single source and ultimate
authority), and casts a wide net to do so, is a more biblical attitude.

It is also one which evangelicals need to recover. For, as Lewis’ argument
predicts, a church culture averse to the wisdom of the past suffers from blind spots.
These come in the form of theological and practical conclusions that appear to a
generation of evangelicals self-evidently based on Scripture, yet are novelties.®* We
also suffer from a lack of the kind of extended theological constructions that are
only possible as multi-generational projects. If we can rely only on a single layer
of exegesis that can be generated afresh by any competent pastor, we will not have
the resources to meet the complex challenges of contemporary situations.’ During
the coronavirus pandemic, churches suddenly faced acute questions about the
nature of their gatherings relating to the importance of embodiment to our human
nature. Is “online church” truly church? Is there a more than pragmatic reason why
we should meet physically rather than virtually (and what is the difference in any
case, given the increasing power of technology to mediate presence more and more
effectively)? Can the Lord’s Supper be celebrated in a dispersed manner? Many
answers given followed a minimal “the Bible doesn’t say we can’t” logic. A rich
heritage of Christian thought on the importance of embodiment and the nature
of immediate versus mediated presence was appropriated by few. Questions
about the appropriate limits of political authority and Christian approaches to
government were raised by the same exigency; the issue of human nature and
of the meaning of humanity as male and female has been pressing with urgency
for some decades now. We need to see it as worthy of our time as evangelicals to
engage with and to produce writing that thinks deeply on these matters, and that
can patiently hold off the demand for practical answers while giving careful and
extended theological attention to the foundations. We need to license and resource
efforts to construct rich and thoroughly biblical accounts of reality, which can only
be done in conversation with the resources we possess already in the reflections
of past generations. But all such endeavours will only flourish if evangelicals see

8 The recent neglect or denial of the classic doctrines of divine simplicity and immutability comes to
mind, as might contemporary attitudes to the connection between Sabbath and Lord’s Day.

9 To say this takes nothing away from the vital importance and centrality of the exegesis of competent
pastors. It is to question, however, if this is the only or omni-sufficient way in which the church is to be taught
from the Scriptures.
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proper theological and biblical warrant for them.

We will summarise and follow Swain and Allen’s argument by means of four
statements, assessing and supplementing where possible with a particular eye
for how their arguments can be bolstered and rendered persuasive to the UK
conservative evangelical context. These attempt to represent the argument of each
of the first four main chapters of the book.

II. As the teacher of the church, the Spirit’s work is to enable the church to fully
receive Scripture. The fruits of this work are the artefacts of tradition, which the
Spirit also uses to teach the church across generations. As such, tradition should be
received by each fresh generation with thanksgiving and a (qualified) presumption
of trust.

The first step in Allen and Swain’s book is to describe theologically the activity of
theology. Simply put, they argue that both the activity of theology and the products
that result from the activity should be seen as the work of the Holy Spirit. The New
Testament characterises the Spirit as the teacher of the church, the school of Christ.
Firstly, the inspired Scriptures are given as the single, completed and sufficient
source of theology; then in an ongoing way the Spirit works to bring the disciples
of Christ into a fuller and more mature knowledge of Christ from that one source.
They make a number of key theological claims underpinning this characterisation
that appear fairly straightforwardly from the New Testament texts: the Spirit of
Truth is the possessor of divine truth with the mission of revealing truth to the
church (John 16:13-15, 1 Cor. 2:9-13); the church is enabled to understand by
being born of the Spirit (John 3); the church is identified as the location in which
believers will come to mature knowledge (Eph. 3:16-19)."° This maturing is not a
supply of new knowledge, which is given completely in Scripture, it is rather being
led deeper into that same deposit.!! But Scripture is given to be received, meaning
not merely read but understood in all its manifold implications and applications.
This the Spirit enables the church to do; this is the work of theology.

The products of the work of theology (artefacts like creeds, confessions,
commentaries, treatises, prayers, liturgies, sermons and so on) should therefore
be seen “not simply as human cultural activities and artifacts but also as fruits of
the Spirit.”'? Even more strongly, their claim is that tradition is the goal of theology,
for these artefacts are the necessary by-product of the church coming under the
Spirit’s teaching to fully receive (grasp, comprehend) what is given in Scripture.'

10  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 18.

11  Allen and Swain consciously distinguish this from Roman Catholic approaches. Allen and Swain,
Reformed Catholicity, 35.

12 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 25.

13 “While Holy Scripture, as principium cognoscendi externum, is the divinely authoritative and sufficient
source of theology, tradition, the Spirit-enabled reception of Scripture, is the divinely appointed goal of
theology” Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 36. The strength of Allen and Swain’s claim is not novel,
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But the products of tradition are not only records of the understanding of the
church at a given moment, merely evidence of a past layer of the Spirit’s work: they
are means by which the teaching work of the Spirit spans generations. Receiving
Scripture is not a process that starts from scratch in each new generation; it is an
activity extended through time. What is passed down is not the words of Scripture
alone, which then need to be interpreted entirely anew, but the words of Scripture
and the fruit of the Spirit’s work teaching the church from Scripture. This whole
process is part of Christ fulfilling his promise to build his church, which is put into
place down the ages, by the Spirit, upon the apostolic foundation.'

Allen and Swain also suggest the necessity of a multi-generational aspect to
the building process given the role of renewed reason in the maturing of the
church. Reason is the divine gift given that we may know and love God. In the
creation account, humanity is created differently to the other animals in that we
have intellectual capacity that enables us to be true covenant partners with God:
of mankind alone are we told that God speaks “to” them (Gen. 1:26-28), and to
mankind alone is given a conscious task and a law (Gen. 2:15-17)." This gift of
reason that serves fellowship with God is damaged at the fall and renewed by the
Spirit. We do not receive salvation by a process in which our rational faculties are
bypassed. Rather, our reason is (wholly and from outside) renewed and so grasps
the gospel (2 Cor 4:6; Acts 28:23). We know Christ through understanding his
words, we mature through searching and being taught the Scriptures given for our
instruction. But there are no grounds for thinking that the role of reason should
be purely individualistic or occasional. The church exercises reason collectively
(cf. Paul’s appeal in 1 Cor. 11:13-6). Tradition is “the temporally extended, socially
mediated activity of renewed reason.”'® Allen and Swain point out that evangelicals
are familiar with the “negative correlate of sola Scriptura”: Scripture is the sole
foundation for theology, so all theological tradition must be built solely upon it. But
there is also, according to them, a “positive correlate...that has not always received
due recognition in Protestant theology”: “the Lord authorizes the church to build
on that foundation.”'” Should we not expect collective maturing of the mind of the
church, fruit from the collaborative exercise of renewed reason? In fact, whenever
we gratefully receive a confession or a creed, a council verdict or even a pan-
evangelical statement, we are tacitly accepting that such a process can take place.

The core of their argument thus laid down, what might be the likely evangelical
responses to such a theological positioning of tradition? I can imagine three. In the

however: Bavinck says the same. Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, ed by. John Bolt, trans by. John Vriend
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2004), 1:493-4.

14 That these artefacts are fruits of the Spirit does not imply their perfection or finality, just as we would
not expect the fruits of the Spirit in the character of the believer to manifest perfection.

15 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 36-41. Allen and Swain do not flesh this out; | am supplementing
their argument here.

16  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 36.
17  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 42-3. Emphasis original.
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first place, someone might question if such a posture is sufficiently justified only by
extrapolation from the scriptural data about the Spirit’s role teaching the church.
Not entirely: Allen and Swain argue there is in fact an indication of these processes
within Scripture itself, to which they devote their third chapter. But nonetheless,
there is a certain willingness to make inferences and rest on good and necessary
consequence in their construction, which itself is part of the theological sensibility
for which they are advocating.'® It would hardly be self-consistent to refute
biblicism with biblicism, though those used to a shorter path between exegesis and
conclusions will need patience to bear with their approach and judge the wisdom
and persuasiveness of it as a whole.

Secondly, and rather more significantly, Allen and Swain assume without defence
a significant kind of visible unity to the church. When they refer to “the renewed
mind of the church,” they presume both that there is such a collective thing, and
that it can be known. Given the diversity of the visible church through history, this
requires some justification. How does one know what the mind of the universal
church thinks? To which, perhaps Allen and Swain would answer, tradition! But
what of the “lively tradition of debate about what does and does not count as the
faithful extension of tradition”?!* What if one group claiming to belong to the visible
church advocate the inclusion of some tradition that others reject, even to such a
degree that they become, in the mind of some or the majority, outside the bounds;
no longer a part (in Allen and Swain’s language) of the school of Christ under the
teaching of the Spirit? Such a situation, after all, is pretty much the short history of
Christianity and certainly of the Reformation. If we grant that the Spirit is at work
through the ages teaching the church, we still face the question of how we know
where this is genuinely taking place, and where error has entered and is distorting,
not clarifying, the truth of the gospel: how we identify the church. To evangelicals,
Allen and Swain’s picture of the church on earth as one school of Christ may appear
an ideal construction at wide variance from reality.

However, unless committed to a radically atomistic ecclesiology such that no
unity at all is conceived between the whole collective of Christians in the present,
most evangelicals do speak generally and collectively of “the church” denoting
something visible. And Protestants have usually allowed that the church, in this
most general and collective sense, has been taught by the Spirit over the centuries in
a cumulative manner. The results of controversies in the fourth and fifth centuries,
for example, yielded greater insight over time as faulty trinitarian and christological
conclusions were ruled out as un-scriptural by successive collaborative efforts.
The results of these have had such an extensive and foundational impact that
virtually every branch of the church has benefited (whether the source is explicitly
acknowledged or not). A certain receptivity to at least this tradition as the work

18 For a defence of the principle of good and necessary consequence, see Ryan McGraw, By Good and
Necessary Consequence (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Reformation Heritage, 2012).

19  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 38.
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of the Spirit has indeed been a mark of Protestant churches; witness the adoption
of the traditional language of “one God in three persons” evidenced from the
Reformed confessions of the sixteenth century down to evangelical doctrinal
statements today. This kind of mere catholicity, some acknowledgement of the
possibility of speaking of the church as visibly one, is all that is needed to sustain
Allen and Swain’s case at a basic level.”

But how do we deal with “churches” that some Protestants have historically
claimed are no such thing (pointedly, of course, the Roman Catholic church)? The
standard Protestantresponse to this questionis toreach forsola Scriptura: Scripture
is the sufficient and clear guide that will enable us to discern the boundary of the
visible church and the authenticity of all tradition that genuinely is the teaching of
the Spirit. But while the Reformed catholic agrees, he or she also argues that one
can reach too eagerly for sola Scriptura. If the Spirit’s teaching of Scripture is to
be respected as having been at all successful (in any generation except our own!),
what is passed down to us needs to be taken and sifted with patience and humility.
If we have to justify any tradition entirely afresh from Scripture at every instant
of adoption, we are not really receiving anything at all: the actual teaching and
interpretation is done anew every time. Rather than stand alone and defined only
against what has gone before, it is a consistently Protestant procedure to accept
with gratefulness and trust a heritage of tradition received from the church of the
past (generously so defined), and then to pare off as error that which has gone
awry, even up to the sad determination that a given error rules the originating
branch outside the bounds of orthodoxy (as in the case of the original Reformers).?!
To consciously adopt this procedure is both more honest (for churches that claim
to stand on the Bible alone almost always do so in some stream of interpretative
tradition), and is the practical outworking of trust in the work of the Spirit as the
teacher of the church.

Finally, the eschatological convictions (or merely inclinations) of some
evangelicals might lead them to baulk at the way in which Allen and Swain’s
attitude to tradition requires a belief in overall positive doctrinal development:
“Although the apostolic deposit cannot grow, the church’s understanding of that
deposit can.””? A wholehearted embrace of premillennialism, for example, would
be more likely to tell a story of the church that moved from the pristine apostolic
era, through a subsequent decline into corruption, on through various downs

20 Itis noteworthy that some advocates of catholicity seem to recognise the necessity of making at least
some minimal ecclesiological claims as part of their case. Kevin Vanhoozer, for example, seems to imply that
catholicity is difficult without commitment to “one, translocal, visible church.” Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Biblical
Authority after Babel: Retrieving the Solas in the Spirit of Mere Protestant Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker,
2018), 198.

21  As Luther wrote concerning the Trinity: ‘We have precious books on this subject by St. Augustine,
Hilary, and Cyril at our disposal. And this article of faith remained pure in the papacy and among the scholastic
theologians, and we have no quarrel with them on that score’. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann, eds.,
Luther’s Works, 55 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia, 1958)., 15:310.

22 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 43.
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(medieval Roman Catholicism) and ups (the Reformation) to the present time, with
no reason for optimism about the earth-bound end of this story (greater apostacy
and persecution being the destination). Nor is it only premillenialism that leans
in this direction: any more general conception of the true church predominantly
as a permanently embattled minority, both in the world and amongst corrupted
branchesofthevisible church, could make an upward story of doctrinal development
less plausible. Such eschatological views may not have been held by the historic
majority of Protestants, but can hardly be ignored given their widespread currency
in 20th century evangelicalism. But aside from refuting the eschatological position,
the advocate of Reformed catholicity can answer by pointing to the inherent
inconsistency of tenaciously holding to Reformational gains such as sola Scriptura
itself while denying the possibility of doctrinal advance. Surely despite (perhaps
through) the constant multiplying and shedding of heresies along the way, there
are some ways at least that the ongoing work of the Spirit has matured the mind
of the church.

1. Historically, the doctrine of sola Scriptura did not present Scripture as the only
theological authority, but as the only supreme authority. A healthy Protestant
approach to theology accords tradition a secondary, derivative, but real authority
under Scripture.

The second and third chapters of Reformed Catholicity are devoted to sola
Scriptura. We have already noted the critical importance of the shape of this
doctrine. Different ways of construing sola Scriptura will lead to different
evangelical attitudes to tradition.”® Allen and Swain first show that the principle
of sola Scriptura, as historically articulated, did not imply an instinctive hostility
towards tradition. Although the doctrine of sola Scriptura has often been taken
as indicating exactly this, at both popular and more scholarly levels,** Allen and
Swain’s contention is that sola Scriptura is “frequently misinterpreted” and needs
to not be “pulled loose...from its wider doctrinal context.” In its best form, “sola
Scriptura is meant to shape engagement of the catholic tradition as a theological
authority, not to foreclose such retrieval.”” The authors make both an historical
and then a biblical case for this best form of the doctrine.

Their historical case rests on three strands of evidence that the original form
of sola Scriptura envisaged the supreme authority of Scripture functioning in a
“catholic context,” in continuity with the way that the Church Fathers deployed

23 The notion of the “shape” of the doctrine comes from Keith A. Mathison, The Shape of Sola Scriptura
(Moscow, Id.: Canon, 2001).

24 Allen and Swain reference A. N. Williams as an example of one who, while recognising that some
evangelicals have begun to appreciate tradition, thinks this is incompatible with sola Scriptura, because she
believes that the doctrine originally “denied any authority to tradition whatsoever.” Allen and Swain, Reformed
Catholicity, 53-4.

25  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 50.
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Scripture and tradition. First, the Reformers typically discussed the authority of
Scripture within a context of discussing Christ’s rule over his church exercised
through ministers and other forms of subordinate churchly authority.?® But if
church ministers and synods (or equivalent) exercise any authority at all in how
Scripture is understood, then it is not the case that there is only one authority.
These secondary authorities are always dependent on Scripture and to be judged
by it, but the collective health of the church depends upon there being structures
of subsidiary authority to whose teaching is accorded more weight than individual
interpretation. It therefore is not the case that rejecting the authority of the Roman
magisterium to define doctrine made all doctrinal formulation for Protestants a
process of private judgement. To put it another way, Scripture is the authority that
rules other authorities (there is one norming norm), but other authorities do exist
and function as such (there are normed norms). Anyone who accepts the necessity
of a doctrinal basis admits this to be the case.

Secondly, Allen and Swain note that the early Reformed confessions explicitly
“received the pastoral witness of the catholic past with gratitude and thanks.””’
The magisterial Reformers accepted the doctrine of the Trinity as defined in the
Nicene Creed, for example, as orthodoxy and considered deviation from such to
be apostasy, in marked opposition to the radical Reformers. Notably, we might
add, they did not do this only because they considered the verdict of Nicaea to
be simply a summary of Scripture. They do refer to the basis of such tradition in
right reading of Scripture, but, as the First Helvetic Confession puts it, “Where the
holy fathers and early teachers...have not departed from this rule [i.e., Scripture],
we want to recognize and consider them not only as expositors of Scripture, but
as elect instruments through whom God has spoken and operated.””® The church’s
tradition, in such cases as it faithfully reflects Scripture, is a product of God’s
ongoing work to bring the church to maturity in her reception of Scripture. Such
tradition is more than a signpost pointing to Scripture; it is a guide to the meaning
of Scripture, a guide which the church subsequently is under obligation to treat
with respect. The secondary authority of tradition consists in this claim upon the
respectful attention of the church. The nature of the tradition would determine
the level of authority (under Scripture) assigned to it, and the proper context for
any proposed correction. If Scripture is truly to be the supreme authority, every
subsidiary authority must be susceptible to such correction, but in an appropriate
manner. The time-tested deliverance of an ecumenical council, for example,
generates a very high bar for potential revision. Occasional declarations by single
church bodies, though they may be binding on individuals in that church, bear far
less authority in a wider context.

Finally, the authors note the widespread Reformation practice of producing

26  They illustrate this particularly from the writings of Martin Bucer.
27  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 67.
28 Emphasis mine, quoted in Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 67.



FOUNDATIONS

confessional and catechetical materials, and the passing down of Reformed
liturgical traditions to be followed by subsequent generations. In practice, those
who formulated the principle of sola Scriptura evidently considered that the
production of tradition would not generate a burdensome layer through which
their children would have to dig to recover the pure teaching of Scripture. Rather,
they believed that such Reformed tradition would provide an aid and safeguard to
right interpretation of Scripture, and to the maintenance of sound doctrine. Allen
and Swain conclude that “[p]rincipled commitment to biblical authority as the
ultimate determining factor for all faith and practice did not lead to diminishing
concern for ecclesial authority or waning reception of church traditions.”” This is
a conclusion that their historical evidence warrants, and against which it seems
hard to argue. The attitude of the magisterial Reformers towards Scripture simply
was not the same as that of the radical Reformers, despite the attempts of some
historians to argue that their different attitudes amount to the same practical
result. While it may well be true that strands of evangelicalism have been nervous
of ascribing any real authority (even secondary and normed) to anything other than
Scripture, the strength of Allen and Swain’s argument at this point is suggestive
that such an instinct is fuelled more by late modern individualism than fidelity to
the Reformation.

IV, Exegetically, this tradition-friendly form of sola Scriptura is justified because
Scripture itself does not speak of tradition in a uniformly negative way, but teaches
that tradition will form a healthy part of the Spirit’s teaching of the church across
generations.

To claim that sola Scriptura is compatible with valuing tradition on the basis
of the traditional meaning of the doctrine alone would be self-undermining.
Hence Allen and Swain also offer a “biblical case...for locating the Bible alone as
a final authority amid a catholic context of other, subordinate authorities in the
church’s life.”** Their major evidence comes firstly from the biblical account of
the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15. For Allen and Swain, the Jerusalem Council is
a model for the exercise of authority within the church, in which Scripture is the
foundational authority.*! They are at pains to refute the suggestion that the council
weighed spiritual experience as the sole or major grounds for its conclusions, as
some recent interpreters have argued. Rather, Scripture was the source of the
decisions of Council: “the words of the prophets are in agreement” (Acts 15:15).
But the declaration of the Council, although an interpretation and re-expression
of Scripture, is disseminated in its own authoritative form (Acts 15:23-29). As

29  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 70.
30 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 72.

31 This is the “paradigmatic model of ecclesial authority exercised in the form of a church council.” Allen
and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 74.
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such Acts 15 is both pattern and warrant for that which Luther also affirmed: “the
necessity of church councils for Christ’s continued governance of his church.”*

Evangelicals might observe that the unique apostolic constitution of the Council
of Jerusalem creates a problem for reading it as a simple paradigm for the exercise
of ecclesial authority in the post-apostolic age. Though the judgement of the
Council is founded on Scripture, as Allen and Swain show, the procedure cannot
simply be transferred to later councils as if they were in complete continuity,
for no subsequent councils contain apostles. However, there are also indications
of continuity in the account in Acts that justify some application of principles
to the ongoing government of the church. The inclusion of the elders in each
description of the constitution of this council (Acts 15:2, 4, 6) demonstrates that
it was not leaning on pure apostolic deliberation to the exclusion of other leaders.
Furthermore, the description of the final judgement as that of “the apostles and
elders, with the whole church” (Acts 15:22-3), show that the official authority to
which the pronouncement appealed was not that of the apostles alone.?

A similar criticism might be levelled against their second major strand of
biblical evidence in apostolic teaching on tradition, especially as evident in the
Pastoral Epistles. According to Allen and Swain, Paul’s call on Timothy to “follow
his authoritative example,” is a call “to maintain a catholic heritage.”** They claim
that the “pattern of sound words” (2 Tim 1:13-14) refers to “a vibrant and ongoing
interpretative tradition that serves to provide authoritative parameters for
expositing those sacred Scriptures.”* They resist the idea that this represents an
“early Catholicism” emerging the in Pastorals because the same documents strongly
emphasise Scriptural authority: “biblical authority isnotjuxtaposed with but paired
alongside thick practices of catholic traditioning.”*®* But Allen and Swain assume
too quickly the meaning of “the pattern of sound words.” Is this some tradition that
Paul has passed to Timothy outside of the now-inscripturated word of the New
Testament? Or is it simply a reference to the content of the apostolic gospel, spoken
to Timothy and contemporaries and now sufficiently communicated to us in the
apostolic writings? It could well be countered that the interpretative choice here is
between what they don’t want to acknowledge: an “early Catholicism” emerging the
in Pastorals, or a reference purely to what is passed down in Scripture. John Stott’s
commentary on 2 Timothy 2:2, for example, is striking in this regard: “Speaking
ideally, ‘Scripture’ and ‘tradition’ should be interchangeable terms, for what the
church hands down from generation to generation should be the biblical faith, no

32 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 78.

33 Allen and Swain do not address these issues in this chapter, although they do return to some of them
later, where they make a similar point about the mixed constitution of the Council. Allen and Swain, Reformed
Catholicity, 112-3.

34  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 81.
35 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 82.
36 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 83.
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more and no less.”¥’

But a positive function of tradition (in a slightly different sense to that of Stott)
and the processes of traditioning is not necessarily at odds with the position that
the content of what is passed down is simply the inscripturated apostolic word.
When Paul exhorts Timothy to “entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach
others also” this inscripturated word, he surely imagines more than the physical
act of handing them a Bible. They are to be taught the meaning and equipped to
handle the word (2 Tim. 2:15). Such a process takes place by means of “tradition”:
if by such we mean either the words or the writings of those faithful teachers in
each generation who guard and pass on the truth of Scripture. Scripture is not
transmitted sealed and pristine, but both geographically and chronologically by
people and communities who give their understanding of the meaning of Scripture
along with Scripture itself. This is a feature not a bug. According to the pattern Paul
lays down to Timothy, this is how the gospel will be preserved (not the reason why
it is constantly in danger of being obscured). Scripture does not function alone in
God’s economy, as the importance of the people-gifts Christ gives to the church in
Ephesians 4 also makes clear.

To admit this does not yield a Roman Catholic doctrine of unwritten tradition
in the possession of the institutional church, nor does it foreclose the possibility
of mistakes made by one generation and passed down in tradition. It merely
points again to the living continuity of the work of the Spirit and the context in
which Scripture is designed to operate: the proper transmission of Scripture will
involve Spirit-enabled people in Spirit-born communities teaching the meaning of
Scripture as they themselves were taught. Allen and Swain also point out that this
language is frequent in Scripture: texts like Isaiah 59:2, Psalm 145:4, and Acts 2:39
demonstrate that it is a perennial characteristic of the church that one generation
teaches the next. It is also true that the work of the Spirit will involve correcting
mistakes in tradition by means of fresh exegesis of the Scriptural foundation.

V. Reading Scripture in a way that is guided by tradition can be part of the
church’s submission to Scripture, rather than a muting or eclipse of Scripture.

Finally, Reformed Catholicity moves to the question of how this theological
sensibility affects the practice of exegesis. Here the authors give a theological
argument for the practice of “ruled reading”: exegesis done with the aid of the
rule of faith. According to Allen and Swain, the rule of faith is “an ecclesiastically
authorized re-presentation of scriptural teaching whose hermeneutical function is
to provide not only a starting point for biblical exegesis but also to direct exegesis
to its goal.”** Evangelical hackles, once again, might be raised by such a thought.
Surely this process is the wrong way around: should not our doctrine flow from

37 John Stott, The Message of 2 Timothy (Leicester: IVP, 1999), 52.
38 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 99.
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Scripture, rather than shaping the understanding of Scripture, still less exerting
any kind of ruling function over what we might be allowed to find therein?* But
once again the challenge is to more accurately specify the relation between our
own doctrinal formulations and Scripture as their source and norm. The Reformed
catholic claim is that this can be conceived in such a way as to envisage a healthy
shaping influence in both directions (though not symmetrically). The notion of the
rule of faith is a major way in which this has historically been attempted.

As Allen and Swain point out, Scripture itself contains such summaries of the
sweep of Scripture (Deut. 6:4-5, 1 Cor. 8:6, Eph. 4:4-6), which provides important
warrant for the practice of making summaries and using them as guides to the
shape of Scripture as a whole.* Such a procedure is very similar to that to which
Don Carson appeals when he states that theology and biblical interpretation must
be shaped by “the non-negotiables of biblical theology.”*' The idea of “the” rule of
faith is an attempt to articulate some shared historical consensus of what these
non-negotiables might be, what vital elements to the biblical story and articles
of biblical faith centre and shape our reading of the whole. There is a limit to the
consensus: the rule is not singular but is “found in various expressions throughout
thelife of the church,”* though there are common elements such as the Triune name
and the outline of the gospel or redemptive narrative. But over time the witness
of the church contributes a helpful pressure on fresh articulations of the rule: the
Protestant creeds gratefully acknowledged and incorporated earlier summaries
such as the Apostles’ Creed, often verbatim.

These summaries are always subject to Scripture, to which they do not claim to
add but merely to re-present. But as such, they help us read the parts of Scripture
in light of the whole by serving up the whole in precis form suitable for such use.
When such a summary “reflects Scripture’s proportions and purpose,” it aids
our interpretation of Scripture in varied ways: it “serves in training our senses
to perceive Scripture’s fullness, order and beauty,” it “aids doxological reading,’
and it serves as a “guard” against reductionism or hobby horse exegesis.* The
authors remind us that as no reading can take place without pre-understanding,
the rule of faith is a tool to shape that pre-understanding in a manner that will be
most receptive to Scripture. It helps us to enter the hermeneutical spiral from a
privileged starting point.** As well as immediately ruling out obviously heretical
interpretations from the exegete’s consideration, having a miniature image of the

39 Many may be familiar with the charge not to let one’s “framework” control the meaning of a given Bible
text.

40 Expanding them is the “faithful extension of an inner-biblical impulse.” Allen and Swain, Reformed
Catholicity, 109.

41 D.A. Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited (Leicester: Apollos, 2008), 59.
42 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 107.

43 Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 110-1.

44  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 113, 115.
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whole of Scripture at hand surely helps us to read the parts in light of the whole so
as to “perceive Scripture’s fullness, order and beauty.” Good catechetical instruction
should develop virtuous habits in our Scripture reading.

Once again, we must consider the possible evangelical objections. The notorious
difficulty with the rule of faith, it might be pointed out, is identifying it. If it is
something that is ecclesiastically authorised, as Allen and Swain claim, we are
forced to ask: by which ecclesia? This could be a call for confessional reading of
Scripture, where the rule of faith is the document or documents adopted as standard
by a particular church; the rule of faith is, after all, “found in various expressions”
according to Allen and Swain. Such a claim would be a natural extension of their
argument for the propriety of secondary authorities in the life of the church in
the previous section, and would point modern-day evangelicals to the value of
the standards of their own church or denomination in their reading of Scripture.
However, that would not in itself have much to do with catholicity. The Reformed
catholic position pushes further to argue that the standards should be authorised
in some way by the whole church (or should at least be based on, contain, or reflect
such standards). The ecumenical creeds are the best candidates here (being verified
by the widest and deepest range of church assent) and so we have an argument for
contemporary church statements of doctrine to incorporate or echo the language
of these symbols in their own standards (as Reformed churches historically did).

Another question that might be raised is whether a particular concrete version
of the rule of faith is in practice (not just principle) errant. Certainly it must be in
theory fallible if “the church can and has erred in its confession.”* But the reader
of Reformed Catholicity is left unclear how to hold together the status of the rule as
always in need of scriptural justification, and yet not open to “endless revision.” If
“Dogmas... stand as ‘irreversible’ expressions of the rule of faith,” then is it or is it
not true that the church can err? One can sympathise, as Peter Leithart puts it, with
the tightrope the authors walk here.* If the teaching work of the Spirit is a cross-
generational activity leading to stability, this seems to exclude endless ground-up
revision. Yet if there is no possibility of adjusting fixed forms of the rule, they seem
to have acquired a practical equality with Scripture. Moreover, the practical value
of the rule can be overstated. If the ecumenical creeds are the core of the rule, much
error as they exclude, they still leave plenty of room for heresy. And given the rule
only sets broad parameters, as Allen and Swain acknowledge (per Augustine), it is
possible to have a reading that is validated by the rule of faith and yet mistaken.?’

45  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 111.

46  Peter ]. Leithart, “The Word and the Rule of Faith,” First Things, 30 January 2015, https://www.
firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2015/01/the-word-and-the-rule-of-faith (accessed October 19, 2021).

47  Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 115. Allen and Swain make varied claims for the power of the
rule of faith: their strongest is that “church dogmas provide...a divinely authorised interpretative key,” or that
itis a “benchmark,” (115) but these are balanced by statements such as “the rule of faith offers an entry point
into the hermeneutical spiral,” (113) or “promising orientation or starting point for the reading of Scripture,”
(115) which seem rather more modest.
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But these objections need not be fatal. They do not refute the basic contention
that the Spirit’s teaching of the church in the past should be privileged as the best
starting point for formulating those summaries of Scripture that themselves are
the best starting point for exegesis (and exegesis, after all, must start somewhere).
Reading Scripture as one coherent whole is crucial to good exegesis and the
formation of sound doctrine, and in this the rule of faith provides invaluable aid in
forming precise summaries that serve as accurate keys to that whole (even if the
rule itself does not answer many specific exegetical questions). The question of
the stability of the rule and its revision in light of Scripture is not in principle more
difficult than that of secondary standards and Scripture: to which the preceding
argument about the validity of secondary authorities in the life of the church
may be applied. It is worth nothing that for the Reformers and their heirs in the
subsequent generation of post-Reformed theologians, the rule of faith was usually
articulated as equivalent to the analogy of Scripture: it was seen as a part of the
process of attempting to “explain the scriptures by the scriptures.”® Van Mastricht’s
treatment of the means of interpretation, for example, moves fluidly and directly
from the analogy of faith, to interpreting Scripture by Scripture, and on to the value
of keeping in mind “the whole plan of Scripture.”*

VI. Applications and conclusion

[tis the argument of this article that Scott Swain and Michael Allen are correct to
argue that a posture of receptivity towards theological tradition from a wide range
of sources is historically compatible with Protestant convictions (including sola
Scriptura) and is biblically warranted. We have theological, not merely pragmatic,
reasons to stand self-consciously in the stream of doctrine that has flowed down to
us from the church through the centuries; it is there that we are best placed to seek
faithfully and ever more fully to receive and inhabit the truth revealed in Scripture.
If this is true, and if it is also true that evangelical attitudes to tradition have been at
worse dismissive and at best uneven, then one of the needs of evangelical theology
and evangelical church culture is a greater receptiveness to the value of the Spirit’s
work in the church that comes to us in the form of tradition. So, at this point, leaving
Allen and Swain’s book behind, we turn finally to ask what would it look like if we
all became a little more Reformed catholic?*

First, and simply—if unnervingly—the scope of our influences would widen. It
is generally acceptable in a wide swathe of evangelicalism, for example, to plunder
Puritan writings at some length for wisdom. But a true Reformed catholicity will
push us further than our favourites. Simply adopting one branch of tradition

48 Quoting Whitaker. Allen and Swain, Reformed Catholicity, 102.

49  Petrus Van Mastricht, Theoretical-Practical Theology, Volume 1: Prolegomena, ed by. Joel R. Beeke, trans
by. Todd M. Rester (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Reformation Heritage Books, 2019), 194-5.

50  Which, we should recall, is a “theological sensibility, not a system.” Allen and Swain, Reformed
Catholicity, 12.
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(probably the closest to our own outlook) will not do justice to the work of the
Spirit throughout the whole church, nor will serve to thoroughly highlight our
own blindspots (Lewis’ argument again).”' So we would receive not merely the
Puritans, but the desert Fathers; we would not only read John Owen on Song of
Songs, but Bernard of Clairvaux; we would not stop at Calvin’s exegesis, but would
sample that of Aquinas or Chrysostom. Conservative evangelicals can learn from
the Christology of Thomas Weinandy or the theology of the body of John Paul II
Reformed catholicity inspires evangelicals to think this can be done not only with a
critical eye that measures what is received against Scripture (though this remains
vital), but also with generosity and gratitude. Perhaps such is already happily and
increasingly the mood within conservative evangelical academic and seminary
contexts. If so, such resourcing needs not to be hidden from the wider church, but
to filter through more or less transparently to the benefit of congregations. We
should stop placing such sources on implicit prohibited indexes, which both cuts
off much that might be beneficial and fails in the long run to guard the flock. Surely
better is the attitude of confidence in sound doctrine that can engage with those
outside our own immediate tradition, finding common ground to rejoice in as well
as discerning error.

Secondly, we would develop a patience with extended theological reasoning.
The truths of the supreme authority and clarity of Scripture would not be misused
so as to give the impression that every truth that might be of use to the church is
immediately available to the most recent convert by their own isolated labour, or
even to the kind of exegesis appropriate to a sermon. The work of the Spirit teaching
the church is far richer than this. His work takes place in community, so we will
need different sorts of theological work: the individual reading of Scripture, the
preaching of the pastor, the study of the scholar. His work takes place coherently
over time, so each generation of the church will need to pick up and press on with
labours begunlongago. His workis to lead the church into ever-deeper appreciation
of the infinite subject matter of Scripture, God and all his works, so will generate
lengthy, rich and complex reflections. His work equips the church with truth so
as to guide our obedience in every situation, so we should expect to be able to
formulate complex theological judgements fit to meet complex contemporary
questions. A theological conclusion that is not evident from a single Bible passage
would not be therefore immediately suspect. The positive contribution of well-
formed doctrine to exegesis would be welcomed, helping us in what we already
recognise to be good reading: that in which we treat Scripture as one coherent
whole and seek to hold together the manifold truths taught by the various strands
of the biblical witness.

Thirdly, our attitude to secondary authorities would be recast. Do we, as [ recall

51 Of course, we are even selective about what parts of the Puritans we retrieve: their exegesis of the
Song of Songs or their political theology is largely passed over because strange to our ears. In other words,
precisely where we find stimulating challenge. Moreover, if we truly received the Puritans, we would follow
their (Reformed catholic!) lead in benefitting from the Fathers, Bernard, Aquinas, Scotus and so on.
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one teacher putting it, “receive Nicaea because Nicaea is biblical”? What might
appear at first glance to be the only Protestant, sola Scriptura-honouring, attitude
is not so clearly so on closer inspection. For as we have argued, treating traditional
theological formulations as mere pointers to Bible verses is not to treat them with
any authority at all, even secondary authority. Actually, I receive Nicaea initially on
the authority of the united witness of the church that Nicaea guards and expresses
biblical truth, not because by my own authority alone I can affirm the correlation
with Scripture. The principle extends outward: the authority of the words preached
to me Sunday by Sunday is not suspended pending the independent verification of
my own exegesis. | take them substantially on trust, while acknowledging their
authority is indeed secondary and in principle falsifiable against the touchstone
of Scripture. This submission to the context in which the Spirit teaches the church
from Scripture should breed humility and counter the pride of a culture in which
the individual is lauded as the arbiter of truth (with which sometimes, perhaps, we
have been complicit).

Finally, however, we return to the core of the preceding argument. Reformed
catholicity is not held out here primarily for the benefits just listed. Still less is it
offered as a panacea for perceived evangelical ills. Rather, Reformed catholicity is
offered as a more consistent posture for evangelicals to take, because it is more
scriptural and therefore more honouring to God than the alternatives.
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THE WESTMINSTER DIVINES AND THE
ALEXANDRIAN CODEX

ABSTRACT

[t has been assumed by those on both sides of the ‘Textus Receptus’ debate that
the Westminster Divines did not have access to any of the Alexandrian manuscripts
which later saw the dominance of the ‘Received Text’ overturned in critical editions
of the Greek New Testament from the nineteenth century onwards. This article
shows that, contrary to these assumptions, some Westminster Divines made use
of a key Alexandrian manuscript which was gifted to England sixteen years after
the publication of the KJV and originally intended for King James himself. Although
Codex Alexandrinus was not published until 1786, various Westminster Divines had
access to either the manuscript itself or collations of its readings. It is extensively
cited in the ‘Westminster Annotations’ (a Bible commentary commissioned by
the same Parliament that summoned the Westminster Assembly), while leading
Westminster Divine Thomas Goodwin preferred its readings to the TR in a number
of places in his published Works. The enthusiastic - and uncontroversial - use of
this new manuscript by these Divines is one strand of evidence that, contrary to
modern claims, Westminster Confession of Faith (and London Baptist Confession)
1:8 do not require the use of the Textus Receptus.

L. Introduction

A key strand in the critique of modern Bible versions by some in the evangelical
and Reformed world is the alleged superiority of the ‘“Textus Receptus’ (TR) - the
family of printed Greek editions which mostly lie behind the King James Version
(and the New King James Version) - over against modern critical Greek texts.

This ‘TR-only’ position has been reinvigorated in some Presbyterian and
Reformed Baptist circles in recent years by the emergence of ‘Confessional
Bibliology’. This movement claims that subscription to the Westminster Confession
of Faith or Second London Baptist Confession must include adherence to the
‘Textus Receptus’.!

After all, many of the Greek manuscripts used by modern Bible translations
were not available to the TR editors in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Since the Confessions teach that God’s word has been ‘kept pure in all ages’ (1:8),
surely more recently discovered manuscripts must be rejected where they differ
from the TR - even if they are much older than those available to the TR editors.

1 Confessional Bibliologists, however, often fail to give a direct answer to the question of which of the
many differing TR editions has been kept pure in all ages. See Mark Ward, ‘Which Textus Receptus? A critique
of confessional bibliology’ in Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal, xxv (2020), 51-77.
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But does ‘Confessional Bibliology’ actually represent the position of those who
framed the Westminster Confession? How would the Westminster Divines have
reacted to new discoveries of Greek manuscripts which only became available to
scholars after the King James Bible was published? And what if those manuscripts
had originally come from Alexandria in Egypt of all places?

The Divines, we are told, would have resisted all efforts to correct the received
text based on discoveries of manuscripts which were much older than those
available to Erasmus and the other TR editors. They would have rejected them as
suspect - if not Satanic.? We are told that B. B. Warfield’s idea that ‘the autographic
text of Scripture must be sought in all manuscripts, including those recently
discovered’ was ‘a foundational departure from the views of Reformed orthodoxy
and the Westminster Assembly’.3

Those on both sides have tended to assume, however, that the question of
what the Divines would have done with newly discovered manuscripts is purely
hypothetical. After all, an English Bible translation based on more recently
discovered manuscripts — the Revised Version — was not published until 1881. The
typical narrative, as taken from a recent book arguing for the TR-only position, is
that ‘with the discovery of older manuscripts in the nineteenth century, textual
critics were motivated to produce new, reconstructed editions of the Greek New
Testament’*

We are told by a leading Confessional Bibliologist that Westminster Divines like
Daniel Featley, ‘do not teach that some of the Word of God was missing, yet to be
located in long lost manuscripts’.> Whether or not that is an accurate summary
of the Critical Text position, the claim being made is that the Divines would have
seen no need for new manuscripts - because they believed that God had preserved
every jot and tittle of his word in the Textus Receptus.

Those on the other side of the debate say that it is unfair to hold the Divines up
as TR-onlyists, when that was the only Greek text they had access to.

However the works of aleading Westminster Divine - as well as the Westminster
Annotations (a Bible commentary that various Westminster Divines contributed to)
- actually show us Westminster theologians using a newly discovered manuscript
in preference to the TR in places.

2 Garnet Milne argues that ‘A fixed theology...requires a fixed text’, and so to accept a ‘previously unknown
variant discovered at some future date’ which would change the meaning even “minutely” would ‘either be
an addition or subtraction to the text, or an acceptance that the text up until that point had been deficient,
corrupt and erroneous’. Garnet Howard Milne, Has the Bible been kept pure? The Westminster Confession of
Faith and providential preservation of Scripture ([independently published], 2017), p. 145. Codexes Sinaiticus
and Vaticanus are characterised as ‘Satan’s Bible’ in a recent work by ‘Confessional Bibliologists’: Jeffrey T.
Riddle and Christian M. McShaffrey (eds),Why I Preach from the Received Text (Winter Springs, FL: 2022), p.
162.

3 Milne, Has the Bible been kept pure?, p. 301.
4 Gavin Beers, From Atheism to the Authorized Version’in Why I preach from the Received Text, p. 47.
5 Milne, Has the Bible been kept pure?, p. 135.
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II. Part 1: Thomas Goodwin

Thomas Goodwin (1600-1680) delivered approximately 400 speeches at the
Westminster Assembly, was appointed to 35 committees, ‘respected by the Scottish
commissioners’ and given oversight of printing of the assembly’s papers. While he
is sometimes described as the first congregationalist, ‘Goodwin is more accurately
remembered as one of the last of the puritans’®

Goodwin was, additionally, one of those appointed by the Puritan-dominated
Long Parliament to oversee the revision of the King James Bible in 1653 - something
that had been called for by Westminster Divine John Lightfoot in a sermon to
the House of Commons in 1645.7 Others involved in the project included fellow
Westminster Divines Joseph Caryl and William Greenhill, along with John Owen.?
The attempted revision did not, however, survive the death of Oliver Cromwell and
the restoration of Charles II.

In a posthumously published work, The Glory of the Gospel, Goodwin is
enthusiastic both about the theoretical and actual discovery of ancient Greek
manuscripts. Commenting on Colossians 1:26 - ‘Which hath been hidden from
ages and from generations’ - Goodwin gives the following illustration:

To have an old copy of the New Testament, though it doth not differ three words
throughout the whole from what we commonly have, yet if it be an old copy (as
lately one of the Septuagint, written thirteen hundred years ago, was sent over),
what a value is there set upon it/

He also uses the illustration of scholars finding manuscripts by a church father,
the rediscovery of the Book of Enoch quoted by Jude - rumoured to have been found
in Goodwin'’s day, but not actually rediscovered until 1773 - and the discovery of
Solomon'’s writings on herbs and plants.

The discovery of an ancient manuscript of the Septuagint was no small thing,
particularly with regard to discussions about the authority of the Hebrew Bible.
Indeed, ‘Protestant scholars felt that Codex Alexandrinus could counter the Catholic
possession of the other famous codex of the Septuagint, the Vaticanus’!°

6 Chad Van Dixhoorn, The Minutes and Papers of the Westminster Assembly (Oxford,, 2012), i, 213; T. M.
Lawrence, ‘Goodwin, Thomas (1600-1680)’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, 2004; online
edn, Jan 2008).

7  John Lightfoot, The whole works of the Rev. John Lightfoot, ed. John Rogers Pitman (13 vols, London,
1822-5), 1, xv.

8 David S. Katz, God's Last Words: Reading the English Bible from the Reformation to Fundamentalism
(New Haven and London, 2004), pp 88-90; John Eadie, The English Bible: An External and Critical History of
the Various English Translations of Scripture, with Remarks on the Need of Revising the English New Testament
(London, 1876), ii, 343-7.

9 Thomas Goodwin, The works of Thomas Goodwin D.D., sometime president of Magdalene College, Oxford
(12 vols, Edinburgh, 1861-5), iv, 288.

10 Dirk van Miert, The emancipation of Biblical philology in the Dutch Republic, 1590-1670 (Oxford, 2018),
p. 117.
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However, as the editor of Goodwin’s Works notes, what the Puritan at that point
in his life thought to be only an old copy of the Septuagint (the Greek translation
of the Old Testament), actually turned out to contain the New Testament as well.
Goodwin’s editor says that the author is ‘Doubtless’ referring to ‘the famous
Alexandrian manuscript, which was sent from Constantinople, as a present to
Charles I., in 1628’ Today we know it as Codex Alexandrinus — an almost complete
copy of the New Testament from the fifth century. It was sent to England by the
Calvinist patriarch of Constantinople sixteen years after the publication of the King
James Bible, and originally intended for King James himself.*!

Along with Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Vaticanus and Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus,
it is one of only four manuscripts from the first millennium which were originally
whole Bibles. In the gospels it is the oldest example of the ‘Byzantine’ text, but
in the rest of the New Testament ‘it ranks along with Vaticanus and Sinaiticus as
representative of the Alexandrian type of text’.!? It has the distinction of being ‘the
first manuscript of great importance and antiquity of which any extensive use was
made by textual critics’?

Of course, Goodwin referring to Codex Alexandrinus is one thing. But would
he have used it to correct the received text? When the Westminster Divines said
that the Greek New Testament had been ‘kept pure in all ages’, did they mean that
the Textus Receptus (first published 1516, at which point it lacked the Comma
Johanneum) could not be questioned?

After all, does Goodwin not use the example of a hypothetical New Testament
manuscript that ‘doth not differ three words throughout the whole from what we
commonly have’. But what if it did? Would he have rejected it as untrustworthy?
And would he have considered the mention of textual variants from the pulpit as
endangering his hearers’ faith?

In fact, as becomes clear in reference to a number of different Biblical texts,
Goodwin had no qualms about suggesting there were places where the true text
of the New Testament was preserved in an Alexandrian manuscript, rather than in
the received text.

After all, as Goodwin explained in a sermon, ‘There are varize lectiones of the
New Testament, as well as of the Old; that is, various readings’'* In other words,
all Greek manuscripts of any significant length vary from one another. Any
printed Greek text must choose one reading over another (though will usually
list alternatives in the ‘apparatus’). Since infallibility is not promised to the editor
of any printed Greek edition, Goodwin had no qualms about opting for readings

11 ]. H. Bowman, ‘The Codex Alexandrinus and the Alexandrian Greek Types’, in British Library Journal,
xxiv, no. 2 (1998), p. 169.

12 Bruce Metzger and Bart Ehrman, The text of the New Testament: its transmission, corruption and
restoration (4th edn, Oxford, 2005), p. 67.

13 The harmony of the gospels: in the words of the authorized version: with an account of ancient manuscripts
and of the various translations of the Holy Scriptures (London, 1863), p. 359

14  Goodwin, Works, i, 299.



FOUNDATIONS

which are today found in the modern Critical Text, over against either the Textus
Receptus or the Majority Text.

Goodwin explicitly appeals to Codex Alexandrinus against the TR on at least
two occasions (comprising five variants). On another two occasions he opts for
(or considers) readings found in Alexandrinus (and not the TR) without reference
to it. Or perhaps without knowledge of it - Goodwin may only have had access
to readings from Alexandrinus through the publication of Bishop Brian Walton'’s
London Polyglot in 1657.%

As we will see below, fellow Westminster Divine Daniel Featley had access to
Alexandrinus in the 1640s. In 1650, Edward Leigh, a lay theologian who served as
a teller at the Westminster Assembly, referred to Alexandrinus to argue that the
postscripts to some of the epistles in the Textus Receptus were not original. He
described the Codex as ‘the most ancient Parchment Manuscript Greeke Copy of
the Bible, which Mr. Patrick Young hath to publish’'® A 1651 letter from Archbishop
James Ussher (who turned down an invitation to participate in the Westminster
Assembly) mentioned ‘the Alexandrian copy...which [Young] intendeth shortly to
make publick, Mr. [John] Selden [a lay member of the Westminster Assembly] and
myself every day pressing him to the work’.!” Young, the Royal Librarian, failed to
achieve his goal of publishing the entire manuscript, but collated Alexandrinus for
Walton’s Polyglot.'®

Whether Goodwin’s access to Alexandrinus was to the manuscript itself, or
via other means, the fact that he opts for some of its readings over the TR is very
significant. While a handful of appeals to a newly discovered manuscript may not
seem overly significant, TR-onlyism, by definition, must reject any reading that
didn’t make it into (certain) printed TR editions. For them, to admit that the TR is
less than jot and tittle perfect, or to accept any non-TR reading, would be akin to
giving up the epistemological foundation of the faith, and to deny that the Bible has

15 Walton was assisted in this endeavour by Westminster Divine John Lightfoot, Archbishop James
Ussher and others. Goodwin’s sermons on Ephesians were preached in the early 1640s (ODNB). The debate
between Walton and John Own is well known, though the differences between them are sometimes overstated.
Owen praised ‘the usefulness of the work’ and held it in ‘much esteem’. The most recent analysis of the debate
concludes that ‘although they differed, they actually agreed on the core issues’. See Russel T. Fuller, ‘John Owen
and the traditional Protestant view of the Hebrew Old Testament’ in Southern Baptist Journal of Theology, 20.4
(2016), pp 82-83.

16  Edward Leigh, Annotations upon