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ABSTRACT

In spite of the rapid growth of evangelicalism there is a paucity of reflection on its theological

method. The transition from modernity to postmodernity, with the accompanying call for a
postfoundationalist rather than a foundationalist method, has provided additional challenges

to evangelicalism. Canadian theologian Stanley J. Grenz has proposed a model for
evangelical theological construction that utilizes scripture, tradition and culture as the sources

for theology, and the Trinity, community and eschatology as its focal motifs. He supplements

these with the belief that the Spirit guides the church, and that the communify of faith will
therefore be pneumatologically guided as it communally attempts to discern truth in a

changed context. Grenz believes that his theological method moves beyond foundationalism

as it appeals to a trio of interacting sources, rather than to the single source of scripture.

In exploring and evaluating Grenz' theological method, this thesis tests the research

proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical

theology." To ascertain the validity of the proposition, it utilizes four evaluative questions

which explore the originality, theological coherence, appropriateness and effectiveness of
Grenz'method for evangelical theology. The application of his model in his text, Welcoming

but Not Aftirming, serves as a test case to determine the implications of his method.

Concluding that Grenz' model makes only a modest contribution towards revisioning

evangelical theological method, the concluding chapters of the research explore ways to

supplement Grenz' model to allow a stronger afFrmation of the research proposition.

Utilizing Wolterstorff s concept of control beliefs, it proposes that Grenz' model would be

more effective if he added a control belief to guide his theological construction, and motivates

for adopting the control belief the gospel liberates.ln addition, it argues that Grenz' three

focal motifs for theology need to be preceded by the gathering motif of the cross, arguing that

if seen outside of this gathering motif, the motifs of Trinity, community and eschatolory lack

adequate substance.

Noting the often acrimonious context in which theological revisioning takes place, the

research ends with a plea for the empowerrnent of imagination in theological construction.

ll



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many people have supported and encouraged me as I have worked on this research
project. Special thanks are due to:

1) My wife Rosemary, and our children Nick, Amy and Jett. They have coped
with a husband and father who has been less present than he would have liked
to be. They bring great joy into my life.

2) My supervisors, Dr Martin Sutherland and DrNicola Hoggard-Creegan. Their
wise counsel, enthusiasm and confidence in this project have been a source of
encouragement and inspiration. I have leamt much from them. Without them,
this project would not have been possible.

3) My work colleagues at the Baptist Theological College of Western Australia.
Especial thanks are due to Dr Michael Parsons, Head of the Department of
Christian Thought and History at the College, for pointing me towards
nrmerous articles and texts, and for arguing back in a way that helped me to
clariff my thinking.

4) Staff at the Carey Baptist Theological College in Vancouver, Canada" for
being willing to interact with me about the work of their late colleague, Stan
Cnettz,. Especial thanks to Dr Jonathan Wilson, Grenz' successor at Carey, for
his interest in this project.

5) The School of Theology at the University of Auckland, who have been
efficient, courteous and helpful at every stage of this research journey. Their
provision of a research grant was also most helpful.

lll



TABLE OF CONTENTS

PART ollE: INTRODUCING Trrrs RESEARCIT, EvAI[cELrcALrsM AtrD I
THE WORK OF STAI\LEY J.GRENZ

l. Introductory Considerations
l.l Why this Thesis? A Narrative Introduction
1.2 The Goals and Purpose of this Research
1.3 About Stanley J. Grenz
1.4 Research Proposition and Four Evaluative euestions
1.5 Research Method and Outline
1.6 Chapter Summary

2. Exploring Evangelical Theology
2.1 Introduction
2.2 The Growth of Evangelicalism
2.3 Divisions within Evangelicalism

2.3.1 case study l: changes to the southern Baptist convention's 'The
Baptist Faith and Message' 26

2.3.2 Case Study 2:The Attempt to Expel Clark pinnock from the
Evangelical Theological Society 30

2.4 The Debate overthe HistoricalRoots of Evangelicalism 32
2.5 The Struggle to Articulate Evangelicalism's Characteristics and Theolory 36
2'6 Moving Beyond Modernity and Foundationalism: A Current Challenge for 42

Evangelical Theological Method
2.7 Chapter Summary 46

3. An Exploration of the Work of Stanley J. Grenz
3.1 Introduction
3-2 Towards Revisioning Evangelical Theologt
3.3 Explori ng Revis ioning Evangel ical Theologt
3.4 Towards Theologtfor the Community of God
3.5 Theologtfor the Community of God
3.6 Grenz and Egalitarian versus complementarian Views on the Role of

Women 73
3-7 A Frimer on Postmodernism 75
3.8 The Moral Quest 77
3.9 Sexual Ethics andWelcoming but Not Affirming 79
3.10 Renewing the Center g0
3.1I Beyond Foundationalism g3
3.12 The Matrix of Christian Theolog,t g4
3.13 Chapter Summary g5

PART TWO: AN UPLORATION AltD EVALUATION OF Tr{tr
THEOLOGICAL METHOD OF STAI{LEY J. GRENZ 87

2
2
6
I
t2
l7
22

23
23
24
26

48
48
53
58
69
70

4. An Exploration and Evaluation
Source for Theology
4.1 Introduction

of Grenz' Choice and Use of Scripture as a
E8

88
4.2 The Relationship Between the sources of Theology, the work of the spirit

and the Community of Faith
4.3 Scripture as Theology's Norming Norm
4.4 Responses to Grenz' Views of Scripture

90
91

104

lv



4.5 Four Evaluative Questions
4.5.1 Does Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture make an original

contribution to evangelical theological construction?
4.5.2 Does Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture reflect a

theological method that is coherent and credible?
4.5.3 Does Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture contribute to the

revisioning of evangelical theology?
4.5.4 Is Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture effective?

4.6 Conclusion

5. An Exploration and Evaluation of Grenz' Choice and Use of Tradition and
Culture as Sources for Theology
5.1 Beyond Sola Scriptura
5.2 Tradition as Theology's Hermeneutical Trajectory
5.3 Culture as Theology's Embedding Context
5.4 Scripture, Tradition and Culture as Conversation Partners for the Spirit

Directed Community
5.5 Four Evaluative Questions

5.5.1 Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture make an original
contribution to evangelical theological construction?

5-5'2 Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture as theological sources
reflect a theological method that is coherent and credible?

l19

115

ll5

t2I
122
124

125
t25
r27
136

r43
r43

t44

145
5.5.3 Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture as sources in theological

construction contribute to the revisioning of evangelical theolory? 148
5.5.4 Is Grenz' use of tradition and culture in theological construction

effective in revisioning evangelical theology? l4g
5.6 Conclusion ' 150

6. An Exploration and Evaluation of Grenz'Choice and Use of Focal Motifs
in Theological Construction
6.1 Introduction
6.2 The Trinity as Theology's Structuring Motif
6.3 Community as Theology's Integrative Motif
6.4 Eschatology as Theology's Orienting Motif
6.5 Four Evaluative Questions

6'5.1 Does crenz' use of the three focalmotifs make an original
contribution to evangelical theological construction? l7g

6.5-2 Does Grenzo use of the three focal motifs reflect a theological
method that is coherent and credibleT l g t

6.5.3 Does Grenz' use of the three focal motifs genuinely revision
evangelical theology?

6'5.4 Is Grenz' use of the three focal motifs effective in revisioning
evangelical theology?

6.6 Conclusion

7. Grenz'Method in Practice: An Exploration and Evaluation of the use of
Grenz' Method in weleoming but Not AfJirming: An Evangelical Response
to Homosexualig lgz
7.1 Introduction rc7
7.2 Welcoming but Not ffirming l9l
7.3 General Issues 204
7.4 Methodological Issues :

7.4.r Scripture 33i
7.4.2 Tradition Z0g'1.4.3 Culture 2ll

ts2
152
153
r64
173
178

183

185

186

v



7.4.4 Trinity
7.4.5 Community
7.4.6 Esohatology

7.5 Four Evaluative Questions
7 -5.1 Does Grenz' method as applied in welcoming bttt Not Affirming

make an original contribution to evangelicaltheological
construction?

213
215
2t7
220

220

263

7.5.2 Is Grenz' theological method, as applied in wercoming but Not
Affirming, coherent and credible? ZZt

7.5.3 Does Grenz' method, as reflected in welcoming but Not Affirming
genuinely revision evangelical theology? 224

7.5.4 Is Grenz' method, as applied tn Welcoming but Not Affirming,
effective in revisioning evangelicaltheolory? ZZs

7.6 Conclusion 226

PART 3: EXTEhIDTNG THE TImoLocrcAL METHOD oF srAlil,Ey J.
GRENZ: A CONSTRUCTMPROPOSAL 2Zg

8. Beyond Grenz: Towards a Genuinely Revisioned Evangelical rheolory 22g
8.1 Introduction Z2g
8.2 Question One nl

8-2.1 Proposal one: Adopt the control belief the gospel liberates 231
8.2.1.1 Rationale for adopting the gospel liberates as a control belief 231
8-2-l-2 lmplications of adopting the control belief the gospel liberates 238

8.2.2 Proposal Two: Adopt the cross as theorogy's gathering motif 245
8-2-2.1 Rationale for adopting the cross as theology's gathering motif Z4S
8.2.2.2 The cross and convertive piety Z4g

8.3 Question Two and the Embrace of Theological Imagination as a CreativeSpace 24g
8.4 Conclusion 254

9. Conclusion and Summary of Findings

Bibliography

vl



LIST OF TABLES

Table l: Summary of findings from four evaluative questions 233

ABBREVIATIONS

BFM: The Baptist Faith and Message
ETS: Evangelical Theological Society
UFMCC: Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Church

COIYVf,NTIONS FOLLOWED

Apostrophe s after z: This most frequently applies to Grenz' name. In this research the s is
not added unless material is being quoted, in which case the decision of the orisinal author is
retained.

Bibliography: I have limited myselfto works actually cited in this research. While it would
have been possible to list literally hundreds of additional texts and articles that have in some
way been formative for this project, it is not possible to be fully objective as to where such a
record should start or endn so I have opted for the formula of listing only that which is referred
to.

Bibliographic style: The Turabian Bibliographic style, as implemented by Endnote 7, is
used.

Capitalization: The capitalization of certain terms (e.g. scripture) is discretionary. Where
discretionary, capitals are not used in this research unless material is being quotei, in which
case the decision of the original author is retained.

Gender inclusive language: Where practical, gender inclusive language is used. While
recognising the dangers of ascribing gender to God, the schema of Fattier, Son and Holy
Spirit is followed, rather than alternate suggestions (e.g. Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier).
where material is quoted, the decision of the original author is retained.

Quotations: Quotations of 40 words or longer are indented.

vll



PART OhI"B

INTROrlUCtr.{G T,B,IS RESEARCH,
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OF STAN{LEYJ,"GRBNZ



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTORY CONSIDERATIONS

I.I WHY THIS THESIS? A NARRATIVE INTRODUCTION

The proposition tested in this research is, "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively

revisions evangelical theology."

Most research originates from a few key eventsn observations and ideas. Below I detail something

of my journey in arriving at this proposition.

In 1997 I was asked to lecture an "lntroduction to Theology" course for undergraduate students at

the Bible College of New Zealand. The question of a suitable text arose and I quickly unearthed a

few of the tried and trusted tomes of evangelical theology.

There was Millard Erickson's ever popular Christian Theologt.t Viewed as almost above critique

by conservative evangelicals it was a tempting place to both begin and end my search. Detailed

and thorough it waltzes through the traditional compendium of systematic theolory with ease and

grace. But it also has a certain "as it was in the beginning, is now and eveffnore shall be" air

about it. Erickson's conclusions sometimes seem a little too tidy given the complexity of the

issues being discussed.

Newer on the market, and into a second edition within a few yearso was Alister McGrath's

offering.2 Though also bearing the somewhat unimaginative title Christian Theologt, McGrath

more modestly acknowledges via his sub title that this is merely An Introducfion. While

appreciating Mccrath's significantly stronger focus on historical theology, the text's excessively

light treatment of pneumatologl disturbed me.' While not convinced by the flourishing new array

of texts by Pentecostal theologians,a Clark Pinnock's Flame of Love: A Theologt of the Holy

' Millard J. Erickson, Chrislian Theologt (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985).
t Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theologt: An Introduction,2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997).
3 Dealt with as a subsection of "The Doctrine of God" and completed in a little over 9 pages. lbid.,27g-
288.
n A significant example is Rodman J. Williams, Renewal Theologt: Systematic Theologtfrom a
Charismatic Perspective, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, I 988- I 992).



Spirit had persuaded me that no publication as dismissive of the work of the Spirit (however

unintentional) would do.5

Favoured by the more conservative wing of the evangelical movement is Wayne Grudem's

Systematic Theologt: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine.6lts'growing popularity suggests that

it may well prove to be the successor to Erickson's Christian Theologt. However, Grudem's

definition of systematic theology as "any study that answers the question, 'What does the whole

Bible teach us today?' about any given topic" and his elaboration that "systematic theolory

involves collecting and understanding all the relevant passages in the Bible on various topics and

then summarizing their teachings clearly so that we know what to believe about each topic"

seems both superficial and dated.T Evangelical theology has made progress since the days of the

supposedly scientific propositionalism encouraged by "The Princeton Theologians," so this seems

a regressive step.8 Although it is acceptable to debate and dispute the appropriate sources of
theolory, any approach that finds no real place for tradition, culture or context, seen$ naive and

likely to be unwittingly influenced by the very sources it denies.

And so I came to Stanley J. Grenz' Theologtfor the Community of God.e The title sounded a little
different for what at first glance seemed a fairly routine compendium of theology written from an

evangelical perspective. Closer inspection suggested that this work was in a different category ro

its contemporaries. Grenz clearly believes that theolory should have an integrating motifl and

flowing from both his trinitarian understanding of God and his awareness of people as imago Dei
has come the linking theme of community. At its simplest, Grenz suggests that because God is a

triune being living in the perfect community of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, those who would

reflect the image of God will also live together in community in a way that serves as a sign and

pointer to the eschatological future of God. His eschatological emphasis shaped by both Jiirgen

Moltmann and more particularly his doctoral mentor, Wolflrart Pannenberg sees the work both

point toward God's telos for humanity, as well as back from the telos to inform present practice.

t Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of Love: A Theol<tgt of the Hoty Sprit (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity press,
1996\.

lylt" Grudem, Systematic Theologt: An Introduction to Biblical Docrrine(Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
I 994).

'tbid.,zz.t For a brief discussion of this approach, see Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt
in a Post'Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 70-80. For a longer treatment, with selections fiom
their writing, see Mark A. Noll, ed., The Princeton Theologt I8l2-1921- : Scripture, Science, and
lleological lv{ethodfrom Archibald Alexander to Benjamin Breckinridge WarJield (Grand Rapids: Baker,
2001; reprint,200l).



Thus, as he explains more fully in his later co-authored publication Beyond Foundationalism, the
Trinity serves as the structuring motif for his theolory, community as his integrating motif and

eschatology as his orienting motif.r0

ln an article comparing the theological method used in the systematic theologies of Grenz,rr

Grudemrz and Garrefi,t' John Morrison while predictably noting that his ',own theological

conclusions would set most closely with what Grudem says" acknowledges that, ,.One may not

agree with all aspects of what Grenz includes and concludes theologically, but his methodologr

makes his work the one truly systematic evangelical theolory available today."ra Morrison bases

his conclusion on Grenz' consistent use of the integrating motif of community in his theolory. He

notes that, "Grenz' community theme and narrative communitarian method are centrally and

methodologically presented in his doctrine of God, particularly God,s triunity."rs

In short, my search for a suitable text for students embarking on their study of theolory had

alerted me to the writings of Stanley J. Grenz.

My interest was furthered when I began a similar search for a suitable text for an introductory

course in ethics I was due to lecture at Carey Baptist College, Auckland.16 Again, Grenz surfaced

as a key thinker. His The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics both impressed me and

served as a helpful resource.'t

However, it was when I read Grenz' Revisioning Evangelical Theolog,t: A Fresh Agendafor the

Twenty First Century that I sensed that I was onto something a little more significant than a fresh

e Stanley J. Grenz, Theolog'tfor the Community of God (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1994).to Stanfey J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a postmodern
Context (Louisvi lle: Westminster John Knox press, 200 I ).tr Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God.
'' Grudem, Systematic Theologt: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine.
'' James Leo Ganett Jr., Systematic Theologt: Biblical, Historical, and Evangelical (GrandRapids:
Eerdmans, I 990- I 995 ).
tn John D. Morrison, "Trinity and Church: An Examination of Theological Methodology,,, Journal of the
Euangelical Theological Soclety 40, no.3 (1997):454. I suggest rhat the conclusion iJiredictable as
Morrison is an associate professor of theological studies at LiUerty University. While tidy classification of
institutions can be trite, Liberty is usually considered part of the 'ifundamentalist" block.
'" Ibid.:456.
'u Not to be confused with Carey Theological College, Vancouver, where Grenz was the pioneer McDonatd
Professor of Theology and Ethics. The fact that both are Baptist Colleges with similar names did, however,
seem rathernovel.
17 Stanley J. Grenz, The hloral Quest: Foundotions of ChristianEtlrics (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity
Press, 1997).
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voice or a slightly modified approach.r* tn what seerns an accurate suflrmary, Grenz describes

Revisioning Evangelical Theologt as "my prograrnmatic book."le In it, he outlines an approach to

theolory that is both true to its evangelical heritage and relevant to the postmodern era. He calls

for a "revisioning" within the evangelical tradition of seven key areas:

l) Evangelical identity

2) Evangelical spirituality

3) The theological task

4) The sources for theolory

5) Biblical authority

6) Theolory's integrative motif

7) The Church

Many of his ideas excited and enthused me. Often they seemed embryonic and capable of creative

and significant development. Whilst many were not new, and at times better articulated by other

authors, the overall cluster of concerns together with Grenz' conviction that theolory revisioned

in this way would be acceptable to evangelicals and that it would offer them a trajectory into the

future, marked this as a significant work.

I asked myself some of the key questions that undergird this research. Has Stanley Grenz

revisioned evangelical theolory? ls his revisioning likely to be effective? What is the basis for

his revisioning?20 If his proposals do not adequately revision evangelical theolory, would it be

possible to extend his thinking or clariff his proposals in such a way that the revisioned theology

would be more effective? Slowly the research proposition'that Stanley Grenz' theological

method effectively revisions evangelical theology," was birthed.

I conceptualised a research project that would explore and evaluate the thought of Stanley Grenz.

In essence it would be about that brand of theologi going under the broad heading of
o'evangelicalo' and its attempt to revision itself into a position of relevance for a changed context,

more specifically, a postmodern context. If the exploration and evaluation led to the conclusion

f 8 Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century
(Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1993).
tn In Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era,8.
20 Even at this early stage I suspected that it was related to his theological method, but was alss aware of
the interplay between method and changed context. Much of his work addresses the need for a new
paradigm as a result of the shift from modernity to postmodernity. To the extent that his method assigns a
prominent role to context, the two are not mutually exclusive.



that the research proposition could not be upheld, I could then see ifby extending or clarifying

Grenz' proposals an affirmation of the proposition could be endorsed. In the light of this, two

possible titles self selected, both springing from Grenz' book, albeit with a modified sub title:

"Revisioning Evangelical Theology: An Exploration and Evaluation of the Theological Method

of stanley J. crenz," or, if required, "Revisioning Evangelical Theolory: An Exploration,

Evaluation and Extension of the Theological Method of Stanley J. Grenz." As the research

progressed, it became clear that the second title would be more appropriate.

A final narrative note is needed. When I commenced this research Grenz was alive, and willing to
interact with me about his work. His emails were enthusiastic and affirming of this project. I was

due to meet with him in April 2006. He died suddenly of a brain haemorrhage on the l2 March

2005, aged 55. He was at a productive and creative stage of his career. It was with a deep sense

of sadness that I recognized the need to refocus my research from interacting with a living and

prolific theologian, to having to evaluate the work of a theologian whose project had abruptly

been brought to an end.

1.2 THE GOALS AND PURPOSE OF TIIIS RESEARCII

This research has three main goals.

The first is to explore evangelical theological method. The rapid growth of evangelicalism

justifies this examination. Evangelicals are now the largest numerical block within Protestantism.

In addition, Pentecostalism, another rapidly growing movement within Christianity, is closely

linked to (though not identical to) the evangelical movement. Because evangelicalism has only

recently "come of age," critical examination and critique of its method is underrepresented in

theological research.zr This research aims to make a contribution toward redressing this

imbalance. In addition, the examination of a specific method helps to establish criteria by which

the theological method of other evangelical theologians can be evaluated.

2r After noting that "Three religious movements in the world today can claim to be global faiths: Roman
Catholicism, Islam and evangelicalism," Lewis goes on to add that it is "surprising that the evangelical
movement is so f ittle studied and poorly understood." Donald M. Lewis, "Introduction," in Chriitianity
Reborn: The Global Expansion of Evangelicalism in the Twenlielh Century, ed. Donald M. Lewis (Grind
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans,2004), L

6



If evangelical theolory is to dialogue with other branches of Christianity, it needs to be aware of

the particular contribution it can make. Historically the movement has seen itself as embattled

and threatened, and has consequently either retreated into its own ghetto, or, when it has emerged,

has tended to adopt a defensive stance.22 This research helps to ascertain the kind ofrevisioned

evangelical theological method that will be required if evangelical theologians are to make a

contribution to the broader ecumenical dialogue.

This is especially pertinent as evangelical theologr appears to be at a crossroad. This is partly as a

result of its changed context, which relates both to its numerical strength23 and to the changes

resulting from the shift from modernity to postmodernity. By highlighting a theological method

constructed with this changed context in mind, the research aims to facilitate reflection on issues

that arise from this transition.

The second major goal is to explore evangelical theological method through the contribution of a

particular evangelical theologian, Stanley Grenz. Though evangelicalism has been a growing

force within Christianity it has produced few theologians whose work is sufficiently rigorous or

comprehensive to justify serious research.2a Grenz is one of the exceptions to this statementn and

it is therefore important that his work receives attention.

Although Grenz is one of evangelicalism's most creative voices, his work has only recently

stafted to attract significant attention. Until now the focus has been on evaluating and critiquing

specific aspects of his work.tt There is a need to review his work holistically. While the focus of

22 The old adage is that attack is the best form ofdefence, and this perhaps explains the somewhat
aggressive and negative tone evangelicals have sometimes adopted when talking about other
understandings of Christianity. However, Hunter suggests that a "de-ghettoization of evangelical theology"
is now taking place. James D. Hunter, Evangelicalism: The Coming Generation (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987), 46.
23 Packer writes of the stuggle of evangelicals to accept a change in self-identity from a o'marginalized

faithful remnant'o to being "mainstream." J.l. Packer, "A Stunted Ecclesiology?," in Ancient and
Postmodern Christianity: Paleo-Orthodory in the 2 | st Century. Essays in Honor of Thomas C. Oden., ed.
Kenneth Tanner and Christopher Hall (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 2002), 120.
2o Thus Stackhouse complains: "Evangelicals can and do explore Ruether, or Hafishorne, or Zizioulas, or
Gutidrrez in order to enrich their evangelicalism. But which liberals, neo-orthodox, Roman Catholics, or
what-have-you take the evangelical tradition seriously as a resource even to enrich their own perspectives?"
John G. Stackhouse, "Evangelical Theology Should Be Evangelical," in Evangelical Futures: A
Conversation on Theological Melhod, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 40.

" For example, while Reclaiming the Center is largely a critique of Greni' theology, the strong focus is on
his Renewing lhe Center. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor, eds., Reclaiming the
Cenler: Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004),
Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era.



this research is on Grenz' theological method and therefore intentionally focuses on works which

clearly reflect his method, the seope is wider, and also incorporates observations on Grenz'

development as a theologian. The literature review provides a broad sweep of Grenz' work,

thereby establishing a useful base from which further research can be birthed.

Because of Grenz' sudden death in March 2005, his theological project, though clearly

conceptualized, has been left incomplete. An overview of his work and method helps highlight

questions raised by his work that he had insufficient time to answer. This research brings to light

both the gains made by his approach, and the issues left unresolved.

The third goal is to further the quest for a revisioned evangelical theolory. The focus on Grenz'

theological method, coupled with the attempt to ascertain if his method successfully revisions

evangelical theology, unearths a range of issues that need to be addressed by evangelical

theologians. Having used Grenz as a window into understanding evangelical theological method,

the research aims to supplement Grenz' model in such a way that a contribution towards a

genuinely revisioned evangelical theolory is made.

In sumrnary, this research aims to investigate evangelical theological method by exploring the

method of a particular evangelical theologian, Stanley Grenz, and to utilize the findings to

suggest a model for evangelical theological construction.

1.3 ABOUT STANLEY J. GRENZ26

At this stage it seems reasonable to provide some background on the theologian being researched.

Five streams converge when one tries to come to an understanding of what made Grenz who he

was. The first is a wuum hearted piety, the second a deep understanding of theolory, the third a

profound commitment and insight into the local church, the fourth, a commitment to engage with

contemporary culture and the fifth, a resurgence of interest in theolory within the broader Baptist

communiw.

t6 Unless otherwise stated, information in section 1.3 has been sourced fiom Grenz' website,
www.stanleyj grenz.com, (accessed 25 November 2003 ).



Stanley Grenz was born on the 7e of January 1950, in Alpen4 Michigan, the youngest of the

three children of Rev. Richard and Mrs Clara Grenz. He readily acknowledges the impact that the

warm-hearted pietism found in the association of Baptist Churches of which his father was a

pastor, as well as his father's relationally based theolory, made on his thinking. In his article

Concerns of a Pietist with a PhD, Grenz recalls eighteen people standing as a sign of their

commitment to a challenge he had made in a sermon, and being so moved by the response that he

was unable to lead the dedicatory prayer. He writes:

This incident was a vivid reminder to me of how deeply steeped I am in the
warm-hearted, relational, pietistic conception of the Christian faith that I saw as a
child in my father's ministry and imbued in the churches he served.z7

His upbringing reflects the conservative values and attitudes characteristic of evangelicalism in

the 1950's and 1960's. They help explain the somewhat ambivalent attitude he had to his own

theological project. Though hailed as the theologian best representing the Emergent church

movement,2t Olson claims that Grenz was deeply concerned at "their all too easy and quick

abandonment of theological tradition in favour of theological or ecclesiastical innovation" and

notes the traditionalist side to Grenz.ze Grenz wrote that the reason he classified himself as a

"postmodern evangelical" was not by choice but because the postmodern context was the one in

which he found himself.so

He graduated with a B.A. (with distinction) from the University of Colorado at Boulder in 1973,

having majored in philosophy and mathematics. In 1976 he received the M.Div. (with honours)

from Denver Seminary (then known as the Conservative Baptist Theological Seminary), and the

D.Theol. (magna cum laude) from the University of Munich in 1980 for a dissertation entitled

"Isaac Backus - Puritan and Baptist: His Place in History, his Thought, and their Implications for

Modern Baptist Thought." His supervisor for the dissertation was the noted German theologian,

Wolfhart Pannenberg, and many of Grenz' earlier articles focus on the work of his Doktorvater.

2t Stanley J. Crenz, "Concerns of a Pietist with a Ph.D., " lI/esleyan Theological Journal 37 , no. 2 (2002):
58-59.

" Robert E. Webber, The Younger Evangelicals: Facing the Challenges of rhe New lWorld (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2002), 92.
tn Roger E. Olson, "stanley J. Grenz's Contribution to Evangelical Theology," Princeton Theological
Review 12, no. I (2006):27.
'o 

*The Spirit invites us to engage in the theological enterprise cognizant of the context in the midst of
which Christ calls us to be his people, which for many of us is the emerging postmodern society. In this
limited sense and if defined in this manner, I would count myself a postmodern evangelical." Stanley J.
Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theology in the Postmodern Context," Diadaskalia 9, no. 2 (1998):2.



During this period Grenz says that he gravitated toward a more cognitive approach to faith and

theology as an intellectual discipline, without completely losing touch with the underlying

pietism ingrained from childhood. He cites two events as being especially significant in triggering

his embracing of community as the key integrating motif for theologr. In the mid to late 1980's

he read Robert Bellah's study on the effects of individualism on American culture and was

intrigued by the issues it raised.3r In 1987- | 988 he returned as a Fulbright Scholar to Munich,

Germany, to write a book on his Doktorvater, Pannenberg. During this time he became uneasy

about the "scholastic" approach to theology, feeling it lacked true piety. He returned to America

determined to incorporate into his teaching and writing the pietistic aspects of faith and to

especially highlight the importance of corporate relationality. This, coupled with an awareness

that the triune God lives in a perfect community of Father, Son and Spirit, became the motivation

for his motif of "communitv." 32

Grenz was ordained at the Northwest Baptist Church, Denver, Colorado, on the l3d'June 1976.

Though the bulk of his career was spent as an academic,s3 he served in several local church

contexts, in positions that included being youth director, assistant pastor, interim pastor and

pastor' The strong link to the local church reflected his commitment to his claim that theology is

in the first instance "for the community of God." Indeed, Grenz sang in the choir at his local

church and occasionally played either the guitar or trumpet in the church worship team, an

arrangement aided by his wife Edna (Sturhahn) Grenz working at the church as the Minister of
Worship.3a He dedicated his book The Social God and the Relational Self tothe Senior pastor of
his church, to mark the occasion of his retirement.35

'' Robert N. Bellah and others, Habirs of the Heart: Individualism qnd Commitment in American Life
(Ferkeley: University of California Press, t985).
" Coupling Bellah's insights together with the Trinity helped to ensure that Grenz' motivation was not
purely anthropocentric, but initially flowed from a theocentric conviction. See Stephen lbbotson,
"Community and Relationships: A Theological Take. An lnterview with Stanley Grenz," Talk: The
I4ainstream Magazine l, no.3 (2002).
" From 19E0-198 l, Adjunct Professor of Theology at the University or Winnipeg and Winnipeg
Theological Seminary; from l98l-1990, Professor of Systematic Theology and Christian EthicJat North
American Baptist Seminary, Sioux Falls; from 1990-2002 Pionser McDonald Professor of Baptist Heritage,
Theology and Ethics at Carey Theological College and Regent College, Vancouver; from 200)-2003
Distinguished Professor of Theology, Baylor University and Truett Seminary, Waco; from 2003 - 2004,
Pioneer McDonald Professor of Theology at carey Theological college, Vancouver.
'o First Baptist Church, Vancouver.
" The Senior Pastor was Bruce Milne, who though not of Grenz' stafure in academic circles, is a respected
and published theologian. Paradoxically Milne's best know work, Know the Truth, has a decidedly non-
postmodern tone and is a good example ofthe propositional approach to theology that Grenz sees as
restrictive. Bruce Milne, Know the Truth: A Handbook of Christian Belief (Leicester: IVP, I 982).
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Grenz was also actively involved in the Baptist denomination of which he was part. From 1989-

1990 he was president of the National Association of Baptist Professors of Religion, and was

significantly involved in the work of the Baptist World Alliance, serving on its ethics commission

from 1986-2000, its theological education committee from 1990, and its doctrine and interchurch

cooperation commission from 2000 until his death.

Grenz' commitment to interacting with popular culture became something of a hallmark, with

audiences anticipating lectures to be interspersed with clips from Star Trek or references to The

X-Files or Alanis Morisette. This was consistent with Grenz' selection of culture as the

"embedding context" for theotory.'u His article What Does Hollywood hdve to do with Wheaton?

The Place of (Pop) culture in Theological Reflection elaborates on his stance.37

Grenz was well aware of the importance of context in theological construction. An aspect from

his own context that helps us to understand his creative theological contribution is the resurgence

of interest in theology within the broader Baptist community. Moody writes of the "renaissance

of Baptist theology that has been building for decades"3s while Freeman tracks the factors that led

to the emergence of l4 prominent Baptist theologians, all born in the "twenty-something" era.

This flourishing of theology amongst Baptists led to the overturn of the stereotypical old joke that

"a Methodist is just a Baptist who learned to read" and helped create a climate within Baptist

churches where scholarship was valued.3e This shift in ethos provided a context within which the

younger Grenz could embark on his theological studies.

These then are five streams that help us to understand Grenz:

1) His growing up as a pastor's child, being shaped by the warm-hearted piety and depth of
relationships he experienced in the churches where his father was pastor.

2) His theological training, which saw an interaction between American conservative

evangelical theology and the broader tradition represented by Pannenberg in Munich.

3) His significant involvement in both his local church and denomination.

3u Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Contqct,l30-166.
'' Stanley J. Grenz, "What Does Hollywood Have to Do with Wheaton? The Place of (Pop) Cutture in
Theological Reflection," Jonrnal ofthe Evangelical Theological Society 43, no. 2(2000).
'o Dwight Moody, "Theology in the Renewal of Baptist Life," Perspectives in Religious Studies 23, no. I
(1996): 6.

'n Cuttis W. Freeman, "The'Coming of Age'of Baptist Theology," Perspectives in Religious Studies 27,
no. I (2000):25.
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4) His commitment to interacting with contemporary culture.

5) The resurgence of interest in theological studies within the Baptist community.

1.4 RESEARCH PROPOSITION AND FOUR EVALUATIVN QUESTIONS

In testing the proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theolory," it is only fair that the criteria used relate back to Grenz' own agenda. This

agenda is modestly stated in Revisioning Evangelical Theolog,t where Grenz writes that:

The intent of this volume is to spark interest and discussion among thinkers who
share with me the label "evangelical" as to how we should rethink key aspects of
our theological agenda. such rethinking - what I have called o'revisioning" -
needs to articulate the biblical, evangelical vision in a manner that both upholds
the heritage we embrace and speaks to the setting in which we seek to live as
God's people and share the good news of the salvation available in Jesus Christ
our Lord.ao

As Grenz' work developed, the scope of the project broadened and became more ambitious.

Renewing the Center calls o'for a critical appropriation of postmodem insights in the evangelical

theological task'ot while in Beyond FoundationalismGrenz and Franke express the hope that

they will foster the "type of postmodern and post-divisive theological endeavour anticipated by

Murphy."azThe method devised was intended to find full expression in his proposed six volume

The Matrtx of Christian Theologt,two volumes of which were written before his untimely

death.a3

Given Grenz' broad agenda to devise a theological method appropriate for those who share the

label evangelical and yet which could lead to a postmodem and post-divisive theology, it is
appropriate to test our research proposition around four key questions which logically flow from

the claim "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theolory."

oo Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, ll.'' Grenz, Renewing rhe Center: Evangelical Theologt in a post-Theological Era,2l.
" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, ix. The
reference to Murphy refers to her proposals in Nancey Murphy, "Philosophical Resources for postmodern
Evangelical Theology," Christian Scholar,s Review 26, no.2 (1996).
"' Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei,The
Matrix of Christian Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), Stanley J. Grinz, The
Named God and the Question of Being: A Trinitarian Theo-Ontologt, The Matrix of Christian Theology
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press. 2005).
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Question one: Does Grenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

construction?

The thesis proposition suggests that "stanley Grenz" has effectively revisioned evangelical

theolory. The implication is that Grenz' work is original and that he is not simply parroting the

insights of others. It means that the originality of his thinking must be tested. We must be realistic

about this. No theologian operates in a vacuum. We would expect all serious theologians to be

influenced by both the theological giants ofthe past and the present. lndeed, originality in

theology is often viewed with suspicion and as a herald of heresy. Calvin's waming against the

"lust to fashion constantly new and artificial religions" is memorable.oo What we need to look for
is both continuity and discontinuity of thought. Originality is evident when a theologian's work is

usually the same as every other theologian's, but where aspects take a new turn or suggest a new

direction. Sometimes it is not that the ideas are new" but that their svnthesis is.as

In addition, because the thesis is specifically oriented toward the evangelical community,

originality could mean "original within this community."ou If for example, Grenz is able to make

accessible the work oftheologians previously overlooked or rejected by the evangelical

community, and to incorporate their thought within his own, it would seem reasonable to rate this

as making an original contribution to this community.aT

Question two: Is Grenz' theological method coherent and credible?

The thesis proposition claims that Grenz' "theological method" is effective. While it may seem to

be unnecessarily pedantic, it is reasonable to ask if Grenz is a theologian. Some claim that he

oo John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (London: SCM, I 960), I :6:3.
a5 Kdnig speaks of the validity of this approacf, when he writes of "acertainpassivity in the theologian and
in theofogy itself. Theology is not so much creative,original work, as the reproduction of what has already
been produced, a reaction to what is already done...'o Adrio Kdnig, "Theology," in Inlroduction to
Theologt, ed. I.H. Eybers, A. Kdnig, and J.A. Stoop (pretoria: NGKB, l97B),19.
"" Jay Robertson writes, "While some elements of Grenz's proposal have appeared previously in the
writings of various theologians, they have not claimed to be evangelical." Jay T. Robertson,
"Evangelicalism's Appropriation of Nonfoundational Epistemology as Reflected in the Theology of Stanley
J. Grenz" (PhD, Mid-America Baptist Theological Seminary, ZO0Z), 184.
a7 Pannenberg, in his foreword to Grenz' text on his work, iommends Grenz for "his emerging success in
correcting a long series of earlier misrepresentations of my thought by others." In Stanley J. Grenz, Reason
for Hope: The Systematic Theologt of llroffhart Pannenberg (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990),
ix.
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abandons theolory for sociology.ot Has he devised a method that helps one to understand the
sociolory of evangelical theolory, or is his a distinctly theological contribution? This is not an

easy question to answer. Increasingly scholars are aware of the interdisciplinary nature of all
academic work. Grenz writes on a wide range of topics, and seems as comfortable discussing

scientific method as theological method.ae He makes extensive use of the social sciences and in

his effort to ensure that evangelical theologi is relevant to the postmodern condition he fiequently
interacts with leading postmodem phi losophers.

This is not to suggest that Grenz should be criticised for adopting an interdisciplinary approach.

To the contrary, such an approach is likely to be a pre-requisite for any theological method

attempting to find a place in a postmodem era. Grenz himself suggests that the sources for
theological construction should be scripture, tradition and context. We need to see signs of the
contribution of each of these sources to conclude that Grenz has met his own standard for
theological construction and to assess the theological integrity of Grenz' contribution.

The research proposition focuses on the question of Grenz' theological o'method." Grenz develops
a method for theological construction that he considers to be appropriate for theological
engagement in a postmodern context. The component parts of the method, the overall model

constructed, and Grenz' application of his method, therefore all need to be evaluated for their
coherence, appropriateness and credibility. We need to took for consistency in the application of
his method if we are to conclude that it is coherent and credible. If, for example, he uses the three

sources he proposes for theological construction in some instances, but ignores or mutes them in
others, that would be inconsistent. It might be credible if he can provide a convincing justification
for having done so, but it would raise questions as to the coherence of the method.

The intention of this research is not to embark upon a detailed critique of every theological claim
made by Grenz' There are those who, for example, suggest that Grenz' understanding of the
Trinity is defective.ro while it is tempting to investigate such claims, they will only be followed

oE For example, even while largely supportive of Grenz, David Neffexpresses surprise that Grenz..is
strangely silent on the Bible, yet does not hesitate to turn to sociological theory" and finds it ..curious that
no attention is paid to the Christian account of how we know what we know about God." David Neffl
"Gen-X Apologetics: Passing on the Faith to Those Raised on Star Wars Spirituality," Christianity Today,
no.26 April (1999): 93.
"" see e.g. ltanlel J. Grenz, "why Do Theologians Need to Be scientists?," zygon35 (2000).'" See e-g' Peter R. Schemm Jr., "North American Evangelical Feminism and ttie Triune God: A Denial of
Trinitarian Relational order in the Works of Selected Theologians and an Alternative proposal- (phD,
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through when they are relevant to the question of the theological method that Grenz proposes. If
the argument over detail is not relevant to the broader method being suggested, the claim will not

be pursued' Not that this issue is of no relevance. If there is a broad distrust of the detail of Grenz'

theological claims, it would be difficult for him to be effective in revisioning a future evangelical

theologl.

Question three: Does Grenz' method genuinely revision evangelical theologt?

The research thesis postulates that Grenz' theological method effectivety "revisions evangelical

theolory." Revisioning is at the heart of Grenz' theological agenda. One of the key works

investigated in this research is entitled Revisioning Evangelical Theologt,with its bold subtitle

suggesting that this work sets A Fresh Agenda for the Twenty First Century.'' It is a claim that

must be investigated. Is this a genuinely revisioned evangelical theology or is it a shuffling of the

deck chairs on the Titanic?s2

Grenz is clear that it is evangelical theolory he wishes to revision, and speaks of his loyalty and

indebtedness to the movement.s'However, a critical question is if the theological method he

proposes can, with justification, continue to claim to be evangelical. Given that evangelical

theologians often create boundaries that define who is "in" and who is "out" of the circle of
evangelical truth,sa it is probable that some will dispute Grenz" claim to be an evangelical.s5 A
more fundamental question is not if Grenz is able to revision evangelical theolory but if
evangelical theolory can be revisioned, regardless ofthe theologian suggesting the revisioning.

Underneath lies the question of whether evangelical theology is essentially fixed and static, or if it
is capable of being shaped and moulded. An image of continuity and discontinuity is appropriate.

To effectively revision evangelical theology Grenz needs to have enough areas of continuity to

Southeastem Baptist Theological Seminary,200l), I l8-134. Though Schemm's opposition to an
egalitarian understanding of the relationship between the members of the Trinity is itself controversial, it is
an example of the way in which distrust of a theological position ean grow.

." Gre1z, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century.* Perhaps the analogy is unfair. It is a moot question if evangelical theology in its preseni form is, like the
Titanic, doomed.
53 

See Grenz, "Concems of a Pietist with a ph.D.."
to Grenz finds this tendency unhelpful. See Stanley J. Grena "Die Begrenzte Gemeinschaft ("the
Boundaried People") and the Character ofEvangelical Theology," Journal ofthe Evangetical Theologicat
Society 45, no. 2 (2002).
tt 

Indeed, Don Carson is dismissive of Grenz' attempt to revision an evangelical understanding of the
authority ofscripture, writing scathingtS "I cannot see how Grenz's approach to Scripture can be called
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justiff the retention of the label evangelical, while he must also demonstrate sufficient areas of
discontinuity to justify the claim that revisioning has taken place.

Question four: Is Grenz' method ffictive in revisioning evangelical theolory?

The research proposition suggests that Grenz' revisioning is "effective." This stands as both an

overall claim to be tested (based on the three areas above) while also assessing some additional

areas. Some criteria we will use include that:

l) Grenz' theological method gains broad acceptance within evangelical circles. It is hard to

rate his work as effective if it fails to find acceptance within the community he seeks to

influence' Effectiveness in this regard could be shown by Grenz' work often serving as a

reference point for evangelical theologians, or by how widely his ideas are disseminated

within the evangelical movement, or how often one detects his thinking influencing

(acknowledged or unacknowledged) the evangelical movement. Though influence is a

reasonable criteria of effectiveness, this could be difficult to establish, if only because

Grenz' contribution is so recent. It will probably only be possible to fully assess his

contribution a decade or so after his death. This must be left to another researcher.

However, it should be possible to reach some tentative conclusions in this regard.

2) Grenz' theological method helps to address some of the perceived weaknesses within
evangelical theolory. In the first instance, these need to be areas that Grenz perceives as

weaknesses. It could also include weaknesses identified by others, sometimes outside of
the evangelical block.

3) Grenz' theological method points towards a contextually relevant path for evangelical

theologr. Two aspects of context will be taken as key criteria, first that the method is

appropriate for a postmodern context,56 and second that it is helpful for the increasingly

diverse body of people who attach the label evangelicat to their belief system.

These then are the four key evaluative questions that we will pose to test the proposition ,.that

Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theology."

'evangelical' in any useful sense." D.A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts pluralism
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, I 996), 4El.
'o Postmodem because Grenz repeatedly asserts that this is the context for which he is trying to shape his
theof ogy. To cite just one example, in Beyond Foundationalism, Grenz and Franke write: .,We hope that
our efforts will foster conversation about and participation in the task of theology in a manner that is
responsive to the postmodern situation." Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in
a P ostmodern Context, 26-27.
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1.5 RESEARCH METHOD AND OUTLIITE

Research methodologl is not neutral. Padgett summarizes the dilemma when he writes, "All of

our knowing arises from our location, our point of view and our cultural context. Even the natural

sciences are located in culture, language and history. None of us has a God's eye view, a'view

from nowhere."'S7In light of this, Padgett advocates an epistemological approach that utilizes

other perspectives to inform and illuminate areas being investigated. This approach, which he

calls "dialectical realism," intentionally makes use of "contrasting, alternative points of view on

that object."sE Introducing contrasting and altemate points of view presupposes understanding

ones own starting point. Kretzschmar has noted that, 'While it is doubtful whether it is possible,

or even desirable, to abstract oneselffrom one's social and theological background, it is important

to be aware of it in order to guard against excessive and unavoidable prejudice."se

The narrative introduction to this research was intentionally designed to signpost my starting

point and possible bias. Lecturing at evangelical institutions such as the Bible College of New

Zealand and the Carey Baptist Theological College in Auckland, helps to locate me within the

evangelical family, though within the Southern rather than the Northern Hemisphere. Elsewhere I

have explored the relevance of Grenz' revised theolory for the Australasian (as opposed to North

American) context, suggesting that the weakened state of the church in Australasia leads to a

receptiveness to a revisioned form of evangelicalism.6o Given these markers, I would identify

myself as an evangelical in search of theological alternatives that still fall under the evangelical

umbrella. As this is the target audience for whom Grenz writes, I am predisposed to be

sympathetic to his approach and project. The fact that both Grenz and I align ourselves with the

Baptist denomination provides another area of overlap likely to incline this research in an

affirming direction.6r The safeguard is to intentionally interact with altemate responses to Grenz,

primarily from within the evangelical tradition, but also to some from without.

tt A.G. Padgett, "Dialectical Realism in Theology and Science," Perspectives on Science and Christian
Faith 54,no. 3 (2002): 184-l 85.
tu lbid.: l8s.
5e Louise Kretzschmar, "Black Theology in South Africa: l97l-1981'(M.Phil, Clare Hall, University of
Cambridge, 1982),2-3.
uo Brian Harris, "Straddling the Tasman: The Relevance of Grenz's Revisioned Evangelical Theology in the
Australasian Context," Princelon Theological Review 12,no. I (2006).
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The focus on voices within the evangelical community is justified by the research proposition,

"that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theolory." This is a

study about an evangelical (and to a lesser extent, Baptist)62 theologian and about evangelical

theolory. It is undertaken by an evangelical living in the Southern Hemisphere in the early years

of the third millennium. It analyses the likely acceptance by and appropriateness of this method

for evangelicals. While voices from outside this community should be heard, it is appropriate to
privilege those within this tradition. The "dialectical realism" called for by padgett should be met

by listening to and exploring a range of views, whilst not losing sight of the audience targeted by

Grenz' theological method.63

Inherent in the thesis that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical

theolory are three areas for study, namely Grenz' theological method, evangelical theolory and

the particular revisioning of evangelical theology suggested by Grenz. In section 1.4 I suggest

that the four key evaluative questions to be used to assess the validity ofthe thesis proposition

are:

l) Does Grenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

construction?

2) Is Grenz' theological method coherent and credible?

3) Does Grenz' method genuinely revision evangelical theologt?

4) Is Grenz' method effective in revisioning evangelical theology?

The research proposition is investigated in three distinct phases.

Part one is exploratory. This opening chapter begins by introducing the research proposition, the

theologian studied and by providing an outline of the method and direction of the investigation.

Chapter 2 explores the context in which Grenz practices theologl. As Grenz' work cannot be

understood outside of the community of frith which has shaped and nurtured him, and for which

he clearly intends to write, it is important that we outline some of the key issues facing

evangelical theology. This is a valid area for study on its own, so it has been necessary to be

highly focused in the coverage provided. Material is prioritised according to its helpfulness in

ur Grenz self-identifies himself by writing: "My entire life, then, I have seen myself as a Baptist and as an

;yan8elical." Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh,4.gendafor the Twenty Fiist Century, 10." trom time to time throughout the research the relevance ofthe "Baptist" part of Grenz' label is exilored.
Myles Werntz has helped unpack some of the particularly Baptist uspl"ts of Grenz' contribution. Myles
wemtz, "stan Grenz €rmong the Baptists," princelon Theotogical Review 12, no. I (2006).
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investigating the research question. This usually involves investigating points of dispute within

the movement which may give the impression that the movement is highly fractious and more

divided than it actually is. Chapter 3 surveys Grenz' written work. Though a broad coverage is

provided, the focus is on articles and books that either directly or implicitly impinge on the

question of theological method.s As Grenz is a prolific author, it has been necessary to be

selective as to which articles and books to review.

The review of Grenz' written work concludes Part I of the research. which is devoted to the

initial exploration of the research proposition and its context.

Part 2 begins the exploration and evaluation of Grenz' method. The four key criteria of

originality, theological and methodological coherence and credibility, genuine revisioning of

evangelical theology and effectiveness, are the chief evaluative tools. In evaluating Grenz we

examine some of the key themes that emerge from his theolory, particularly those that are closely

related to theological method. We also examine the impact of Grenz' thought on the evangelical

community, and assess the reviews of his work and the level of interaction with his thought.

Chapter 4 begins the evaluative process by exploring the use Grenz makes of the first of the three

sources he suggests for theological construction, scripture. Grenz' proposals regarding scripture

have proved controversial, and responses to his work are examined. The chapter closes by posing

the four key questions used to test the validity of the thesis proposition as they relate to Grenz'

use of scripture as a source for theological construction.

Chapter 5 explores the remaining two sources Grenz proposes for theological construction,

tradition and culture. Grenz' understanding of the way in which tradition and culture can serve as

conversation partners in theological construction is examined, as are responses to Grenz'

proposal. The four key questions are used to test the validity ofthe thesis proposition as they

relate to Grenz' use of tradition and culture in theological construction.

Chapter 6 explores the three focal motifs Grenz suggests for theology, namely Trinity,

community and eschatolory. It is Grenz' handling of these focal motifs that is of interest, as is the

63 Padgett: 185.t While I would not dispute that all theological statements have implicit methodological assumptions, there
is a limit to what can be covered with a 100 000 word restrainl.
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response his proposals have elicited. The chapter concludes with the four key questions as they

relate to Grenz' use of focal motifs in his theological construction.

To enhance the comparison of Grenz to other evangelical theologians, in chapters 4, 5 and 6 I

compare Grenz' treatment of the relevant topic to that of three other significant evangelical

theologians in their major work on systematic theology, viz Erickson, Grudem and McGrath.

While it is never possible to reach full agreement as to who is totally representative, the fact that

each are highly regarded in evangelical circles, has published a full and influential systematic

theology and has a slightly different focus to each other, makes this a sound selection.

As Grenz is both a theologian and an ethicist, it is possible to examine the outworking of his

theological method in his ethical construction. An area of particular interest to Grenz is the area

of sexual ethics, and given the radically changed context in which reflection on human sexual

behaviour now takes place, it provides an excellent area in which to test Grenzn method. Grenz'

book on homosexuality, Welcoming but Not Affirming6s is examined in detail as it provides a case

study of the method in practice. Given that the topic of homosexuality is emotionally charged,66

asking the four key questions outlined in I .4 provides a rigorous test of the thesis proposition that

Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theolory.

A methodological point needs to be clarified at this stage. The appropriateness of testing a

theological method with a case study in ethics, can be queried. The debate as to whether theolory
and ethics should be seen as integrally related or as two distinct specialities is valid. While

recognising the concerns of those who prefer to work with the disciplines separately, in this

research I have chosen to treat them seamlessly. I think this is justified for two reasons:

l) Most importantly, Grenz treats the disciplines seamlessly. His expressed conviction is

that whenever theology fails to flow over into ethics, it falls short of its calling.6T His
publications move back and fbrth between those that can be classified as theolory and

ut Stanley J. Grenz, l(elcoming but Nor AfJirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexualiry (Louisvilte:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1998).
uu 

Grenz outlines some of the resulting schisms in the book. Ibid., l.u' Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Thiolog: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,84.
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those that ean be classified as ethics, but often the lines are blurred.6s His ethicat

construction is clearly shaped by his theological method.

2) Devising a postfoundationalist theology for a postmodern context presupposes an

interdisciplinary approach. Neatly dividing the theological enterprise into clear

compartments reflects the systematising mindset of the modern era. Any theological

method that does not allow for the free flowing interchange between theological

disciplines is unlikely to be successful in revisioning theological method for a

postmodern era. The greater the interchange, the less clear the borders between

disciplines.

In light of this, my decision to choose Welcoming but Not Affirml'ng as the test case for Grenz'

theological method is understandable. The selection meets Grenz' own standard of requiring a

revisioned theological method to genuinely inform and guide the life and practice of the

community of God.

This study makes up chapter 7 of the thesis.

Part 3 of the research is made up of chapters 8 and 9. The research was undertaken with the

awareness that two possible titles might be required. The first, "Revisioning Evangelical

Theolory: An Exploration and Evaluation of the Theological Method of Stanley J. Grenz" could

be adopted if the research proposition was affirmed. In the event that it was not, an alternate title
might be required, namely "Revisioning Evangelical Theology: An Exploration, Evaluation and

Extension of the Theological Method of Stanley J. Grenz." As the research progressed, it became

clear that the second option would need to be adopted. Consequently, chapter 8 collates the

evidence that leads to the conclusion that the research proposition in its original format can only

be affirmed with reservations. lt then engages with Grenz' method, suggesting ways in which it
can be clarified and enhanced, so that the proposition can be upheld. Chapter 8 is therefore a

chapter of evaluation as well as an exercise of extending and clarifing Grenz' method.

ut For exampte, both Women in lhe Church and Betrryal of Trust could as easily be prescribed as reading
for courses in theology, ethics or pastoral theology. Stanley J. Grenz and Roy p. Seil, Betrayal of Trust:
Sexual Misconduct in the Pastorale @owners Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1995), Stanley J. brenz and
Denise Muir Kjesbo, l;l/omen in the Church: A Bibtical Theologt of Women in Ministry (Downers Grove:
Inter Varsity Press, 1995).
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chapter 9 provides a summary of the research and of its findings and suggestions.

1.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter has introduced the research proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological method

effectively revisions evangelical theolory." After a narrative introduction which explores the

birthing ofthis research, the goals and purpose ofthis research are outlined before Grenz'

background and the influenses that impacted upon him are discussed. To test the research

proposition "that Stanley Grerz'theologicat method effectively revisions evangelical theologr,'n

four key evaluative questions are proposed and discussed. The chapter concludes with an outline

ofthe research.
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CHAPTER TWO

EXPLORING EVAI{GELICAL THEOLOGY

The irony of evangelicalism is that while it contains an essentially contested
family of theologies, it has been poorly suited to affirm pluralism of any kind. The
evangelical impulse is to insist that only one religious tradition can be frue, but
evangelicalism itself contains several disparate traditions. Gary Dorrien.r

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Before thinking of "revisioning" evangelicaltheological method, we need to reach some

understanding of what evangelical theology is, and of the context in which evangelical

theologians work. The two cannot be neatly separated from each other, which makes the task

more complex.t The goal of this chapter is to survey the current state of evangelicatism,

providing insight into its sociolory, history and theology, thereby sketching the necessary

background to enable an informed decision to be made as to whether the proposition "that Stanley

Grenz'theological method effectively revisions evangelical theolory," can be upheld.

Section 2.2 discusses the rapid growth of evangelicalism in the twentieth century, and some of the

ambivalence within the movement about its growth. Growth has allowed for greater diversity, and

this has resulted in some significant tensions. Section 2.3 examines two case studies of recent

conflict within evangelicalism. They have been chosen as they provide insight into both the

sociolory of the movement and some of its theological concerns. Section 2.4 explores the debate

as to the historical origins of evangelicalism. The debate is relevant to an exploration of the

revisioning of the movement's theological method, as determining the historic heirs of the

movement helps to ascertain which changes are likely to be sanctioned as consistent with

evangelicalism's history. It is a debate Grenzactively participates in. Section 2.5 explores the

characteristics and theologl of evangelicalism. The relevance of this to an attempt to revision the

movement's theolory is clear. Section 2.6 introduces the debate as to whether evangelical

' Gary Dorrien, The Remaking of Evangelical Theologt (Louisvitle: Westminster John Knox press, 1998),
3.
2 Hunter suggests that while theology is the most important pillar upon which evangelicalism is built, it
cannot be separated from three other dimensions of what he calls "the Evangelical cultural system." The
first revolves around the evangelical view of work, morality and the selfl the second, its ideal of the family
and the third, its political culture. James D. Hunter, Evangelicalism: The Coming Generation (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1987), 15.

23



theological method has been too closely wedded to modernity and foundationalism. This is a

topic on which Crenz held clear views. His theological method was developed to help evangelical

theolory to move beyond foundationalism and to be relevant to a postmodern era. Section 2.7

concludes the chapter and summarizes its relevance to the proposition "that Stanley Grenz'

theological method effectively revisions evangel ical theotory.',

2.2THE GROWTH OF EVAITGELICALISM

The significant numerical growth of evangelicalism is part of the backdrop to be considered when

evaluating proposals to revision the movement's theologl. Alister Mccrath, in assessing the rapid

growth of evangelicalism, claims that it is now "the targest and most actively committed form of
Christianity in the West."3 David Barrett, research professor of missiometrics at Regent

University, Virginiqa is usually cited as the evangelical world's leading statistician. While Barrett

would readily acknowledge the difficulty in providing definite figures, he calculates that in 1900

there were 77,930,000 Christians who could best be classified as evangelicals. They made up

approxirnately 5% of the world's population which in 1900 was 1,619,626,000. By l99g the

number of evangelicals had risen to 638,042,000. and constituted ll%oof a global population of
5,929,840,000.5 Clearly this represents substantial growth. As about 30% of the wortd's

population would classify themselves as Christian, it means that Barrett considers over a third of
all Christians to be evangelicals.

Although one can quibble with Barrett's methods and figures, the basic growh trend is clear.6 J.l.

Packer, Grenz' colleague at Regent College, spells out some of the implications of the change

when he writes of the,

mutation of the former self-image of evangelicals as the marginalized faithfut
remnant within liberalled Protestantism into a sense of being truly the core of
God's church on earth. Evangelicalism is more and more viewing itself as the

' Alister E' McGrath, A Passionfor Truth: The Inlellectual Coherence of Evangelicallsm (Leicester:
Apollos, 1996).
n Not to be confused with Regent College, Vancower, with which Grenz was closely associated.5 Barrett, David 8., "A century of Gro,ith," Chrisrianity Todoy,42l13, Nov 16, 199-g, 50-51.
6 Barrett himself is not consistent. See David B. Barrett and Todd M. Johnson, "Annual Statistical Table on
GlobalMission: 2002," International Bulletin oJ'Missionary Research26,no.I (2002):22-23.Different
criteria for defining "evangelical" see different figures being given. However, regardless ofthe actual
numbers quoted, the significant numerical growth of the movement is beyond diipute, and is rhe relevant
point.

24



main stream in relation to which nonevangelicals, whether_so by adding to the
biblical faith or subtracting from it, are deviating eddies...'

Sociologist James Hunter also speaks of the changing status of evangelical theolory when he

speaks of its "de-ghettoization."s

Ambivalence characterises the response of evangelicalism to its growth.n While there is pride in

the movements "de-ghettoization," some believe that growth has come at the cost of fidelity to its

core values. John Carpenter argues that in spite of significant numerical growth after each of the

so-called "awakenings" in American religious history, each saw the standard of morality and

spirituality (defined against the standards of the Puritans) slip backward. He complains that:

Some polling data purport to show that evangelical moral behavior, as seen by
divorce rates and what used to be seriously called 'fornication,' is little (or no)
better than the average population. Meanwhile, some evangelical writers and
speakers seem to be getting a lot of mileage out of denouncing'legalism' as if
the major fault was moral rigorism.l

David Wells paints a comparably gloomy picture in his books No Place for Truth and God in the

Wasteland.tl

Growth had led to increasing diversity. If there ever was a theological consensus amongst

evangelicals, success has allowed the indulgence of internal squabbles and conflicts. In justifying

the title of the text, The Futures of Evangelicalism, Craig Bartholomew writes, "The title 'The

Futures of Evangelicalism' deliberately evokes the possibility of diverse futures for

7 J.I. Packer, "A Stunted Ecclesiology?," in Ancienl and Postmodern Christianity: Paleo-Orthodory in lhe
2Isl Century. Essays in Honor of Thomas C. Oden., ed. Kenneth Tanner and Christopher Hall (Downers
Grove: Inter Varsity Press,2002), 120.
8 Equating evangelicalism with Protestant orthodoxy, he later expands: "As a religious tradition conforms
to the modern paradigm, it gains a legitimacy and respectability. The response of Protestant orthodoxy to
the increasing dominance of these cultural realities (and particularly to their influence within Protestantism)
was a retreat to a sociocultural ghetto. Isolated and insulated, it was able to maintain a certain version of
theological orthodoxy alive and protected. But in many ways, the history of Evangelicalism in the latter
half of the twentieth century has been the history of its passage out of this ghetto." Hunter, 46,48.
e Hart speaks disparagingly of 'othis overachieving religious movement." Darryt G. Hart, Deconstructing
Evangelicalism: Conservative Protestantism in the Age of Billy Graham (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004), 14.

'o John B. Carpenter, "The Fourth Great Awakening or Apostacy: Is American Evangelicalism Cycling
Upwards or Spiraling Downwards? ," Journol of the Evangelical Theological Society 44, no. 4 (2001): 667 .
rr David F. Wells, No Place for Truth or ll/hatever Happened to Evangelical Theologt? (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1993), David F. Wells, God in the Wasteland: The Reality of Trulh in a World of Fading
Dreams (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994).
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evangelicalism" and goes on to speak of "evangelicalism and its possible futures."12 One

possibility is for a seriously splintered future.

2.3 DIVISIONS WITHIN EVAI\IGELICALISM

I have chosen two case studies as representative of the intemal conflict within evangelicalism.

The first is the conflict within the Southern Baptist denomination, as represented by the

amendments made to their statement of faith, "The Baptist Faith and Message.,'t3 The second

study is of the failed attempt to have Clark Pinnock (and the successful attempt to have John

Sanders) expelled from the Evangelical Theological Society. Both emphasize the tensions within
North American Evangelicalism. As this is the context within which Grenz worked, this is
appropriate. If Grenz has effectively revisioned evangelical theological method, it has been with
this sector of evangelicalism as his daily reference point.ra

2.3.1 Case Study l: Changes to the Southern Baptist Convention's ..The Baptist Faith and
Message"

In recent decadesrs the largest Baptist grouping in the USA, the American Southern Baptist

Convention, has faced serious division and conflict.tu On June l4tl'2000, the approximately t I

't Craig Bartholomew, "lntroduction: A Time to Reflect," in The Futures of Evangelicalism: Issues qnd
Prospects, ed. Craig Bartholomew, Robin Parry, and Andrew West (Leicester: Intir-Varsity press, 2003),
13.
r3 Baptists are reluctant to tie themselves to confessions of faittr or credal statements, preferring to see
themselves as "people oflhe book" following the teaching ofscripture rather than any particular
confession. In practice this proves difficult, so denominations Iike the Southern Baptisis ailow themselves
to be guided by "unofficial'n statements of faith. For the Southern Baptists this is "ihe Baptist Faith and
Message." "The Baptist Faith and Message," (Southern Baptist convention, 2000).
'- This should be qualified by noting that Grenz lived in Vancouver, Canada, and that the Canadian
evangelical scene is more irenic than in the USA. However the two are in constant interaction, the USA
scene holding the significant numerical dominance.
'' One could argue about how long the conflict has lasted, but most date it to 1979 when fundamentalists
gained control ofthe governing body ofthe Southern Baptist Convention. This led to the "purging" (via
the removal of "liberals") of Southern Baptist Seminaries in the 1980's and 1990's. One of ihe most blatant
examples was the firing of the President of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Russefi Dilday, on
9 March 1994. At the time Southwestern claimed to be the world's largesl theological seminary. On the g
March 1994 Dilday had received a glowing evaluation of his work from the Board of Trustees bf
Southwestern. The next moming they offered him a generous retirement package in return for his
resignation. When he refused they voted to fire him, citing a need for a new style of leadership for the new
millennium. Dilday retumed to his office to find that he had been locked out and had also been denied
access to the Southwestern computer system. Ditday then moved to the more independent Baylor
University (also in Fortworth, Texas). Earlier (1993) the appointment of the youthful but uttra conservative
Albert Mohler as President of the Southern Baptist Seminary marked a decisive victory for the
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000 messengersrT at the Southern Baptist Annual Convention overwhelmingly agreed to
amendments to the "Baptist Faith and Message"(BFM).rB Originally adopted in 1925 during what
came to be known as the Modemist-Fundamentalist controversy, the BFM was first amended in
1963 in response to controversy over the understanding of biblical authority and inspiration. A
statement on the family was added in 1998. At their convention in 2000, Southern Baptists made

substantial changes to the 1963 version. The changes highlight some ofthe doctrinal controversy

now dividing evangelicals. re

Where the 1963 opening statement on "The Scriptures" declares that "The criterion by which the

Bible is to be interpreted is Jesus Christ" the newly amended BFM affirms that the scriptures are

"a testimony to Christ, who is himself the focus of divine revelation." Earlier it affirms that the
scripture "is Godns revelation of Himself'as opposed to the 1963 statement which speaks of ..the

record of God's revelation.oo2o As the 2000 document adheres closely to the 1963 version (there

was no intention to completely rework the statemeng and its historic continuiw was seen as

important), each variation is significant.

The bolder affirmation that scripture is God's revelation, rather than simply a record of it, is to
remove the possibility of neo-orthodox thinking that the Bible simply contains the word of God.

Many evangelicals are suspicious of approaches they believe suggestthat while some of the Bible

conservative/ reformed/ fundamentalist wing of the movement. Grenz' appointment as a distinguished
Professor ofTheology at Baylor University in 2003, albeit short lived (he never physically moved his home
to Fort Worth), indicates where he was positioned in the conflict (though Baptisf, dr"n. ** not a Southern
Baptist). A summary of these events is found in Derek E. Wittman, "Freedom and lrresponsibility:
Fundamentalism's Effect on Academic Freedom in Southern Baptist Life," Bapriil History and Heritage
39, no. 1 (2004).

'u In his preface to Revisioning Evangelical Theologt,Grenz mentions having to participate as a
representative "northern evangelical" at a pastors' conference at Southern naptisiSeminary, following up
discussions between Southern Baptists and evangelicals. He notes that the question of wheiher Southern
Baptists could be classified as anything other than evangelicals had never crossed his mind, and cites the
event as embarking him on thejourney ofdiscovering what the tabet "evangelical" meant. It therefore
seems appropriate to investigate later developments within the Southern Baptist movement as
representative of a particular current within evangelicalism. Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical

llt!2loet A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity fr"s, 1"993;, 9-10." The name given by Southern Baptists to their delegates.

i" 'lftt B,aptist Faith and Messagen'as adopted by the Southern Baptist Convention, June l4'h, 2000.'' A brief but useful summary is found in the Editorial, "Do Good Fences Make Good Baptists?,,'
Christianity Todry, August 7 2000,36-37.
'" In Clause l, "The Scriptures." "The Baptist Faith and Message."
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is divinely inspired, other parts are not.2r In this approach, truth is contained in the Bible, but not
all the Bible is truth.22

The intent of altering the statement that Jesus is the criterion against which the Bible is to be

interpreted is to avoid pitting Cospel writers against those who wrote the Epistles, or a..paul

versus Jesus'n controversv.

While "Process Theolory" has generally been viewed with suspicion by evangelicals, the BFM
closes ranks on the milder versions advocated in what is known as the "Openness of God"

debate.z3 Randall Basinger outlines what he considers to be three representative views amongst

evangelicals to process theism.2a

The first approach aflirms that the Bible, not human reason, is the final norm for truth. That some

passages in scripture seem to indicate that the knowledge of God is absolute while others suggest

that it is relative, is simply a paradox within the biblical revelation. We are not required to

understand the paradoxical, only to note and affirm it.

Basinger's second group are not satisfied with what they would consider to be the flight from

reason adopted in the first approach, and affirm the importance of logic, but suggest that it should

be used to counter process theists. Instead ofopting for "paradox" as a means ofbeing able to

affirm both that God is absolutely sovereign and that humans are genuinely free, this group

believes that "a middle ground can be achieved on logical, philosophical and biblical grounds."2s

Basinger's third group adopts a mediating concept of Cod, working to avoid the static God of
Thomistic theology or the finite God of process theists. While not agreeing amongst themselves

2l At an anecdotal level, the researcher can recall a church service where the preacher flung a book making
a cornparable suggestion from the pulpit, urging whoever picked it up to take it away and burn it." Though not specifically refening to this change, in chapter 5 of Revisioning Evangelical Theologt, Grenz
laments the tendency of current evangelicals to focus on the inspiration of scripture, while only paying lip
service to its illumination by the Spirit. Grenz' concern, which reflects a Barthian influence, would make
him uneasy with the change. The stress on both inspiration and illumination allows the best of both worlds.
One can agree to the total inspiration of scripture, while suggesting that a local community of faith has
discerned that the Spirit is illuminating one pafi of its message for particutar emphasis in a given context.
This is a key lever in Grenz' understanding of scripture, and one which we investigate mo.e fully l"te..
" See e'g. Cfark H. Pinnock and others, The Openness of God: A Bibticat Challenge to the Tradirional
U"nderstanding of God (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity press, 1994).
" Randall Basinger, "Evangelicals and Process Theism: Seeking a Middle Ground," Christian Scholar,s
Review 15, no.2 (1986).
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as to which course corrections may be needed to avoid Thomistic theism, the four commonly

disputed areas are:

1) Immutability and impassibility

2) Time and eternality

3) Omnipotence, providence and sovereignty

4) Omniscience

Within this range of views, BFM 2000 takes a committed line and affirms that God's "perfect

knowledge extends to all things, past, present, and future, including the future decisions of his

free creatures."'u By stating this, the BFM effectively closes the possibility of debate on the

"Openness of God" issue.tt

In 1998 the Southern Baptist Convention added a clause on the family to the 1963 document,

controversially stating, "A wife is to submit herself graciously to the servant leadership of her

husband even as the church willingly submits to the headship of Christ.'28 BFM 2000 makes a

further addition on gender, declaring, "the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by

Scripture."ze The stance taken on gender issues is therefore unambiguous.30

BFM 2000 also shuts any debate on homosexuality with a simple statement, "Christians should

oppose... all forms of sexual immorality, including adultery, homosexuality and pornography."3r

tt lbid.: r62.
2u From Clause ll, God, "The Baptist Faith and Message."
2t The BFM 2000 is not the only militant voice against "Open Theism". In Novemb er 2002 the Evangelical
Theological Society decided to challenge the memberships of both Clark Pinnock and John Sanders on the
grounds of their support for open theism, claiming that support of such a view is incompatible with the
view of Biblical inerrancy to which members of the society must adhere. This issue is explored in2.3.2.
See Doug Koop, "Closing the Door on Open Theists? Ets to Examine Whether Clark Pinnock and John
Sanders Can Remain Members," Christianity Today 47, no. I (2003).
2t In Clause XVlll, The Family, "The Baptist Faith and Message."
to In Ctause Vl, The Church, Ibid.
30 This stance has caused a great deal of hurt and resentment. For a biting summary of the attitude of
Southern Baptists to women's issues, see Carolyn DeArmond Blevins, "Reflections: Baptists and Women's
Issues in the Twentieth Century," Baptist History and Heritage 35, no. 3 (2000).
3l [n Clause XV, The Christian and the Social Order, "The Baptist Faith and Message." The document does
not consider the possibility that in some contexts it might be inappropriate to label homosexual behavior as

"sexual immorality." Nor is there any attempt to differentiate between a homosexual orientation and actual
sexual activity. The document has a strident tone. It is not that Christians should simply "abstain from" but
that they should "oppose." The exact implications of this are not clear.
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Cumulatively these changes amount to Southern Baptists adopting a view of scripture that is close

to inerrancy,r2 ctosing down discussion in "The Openness of God" debate, placing significant
emphasis on gender in the assigning of roles and not being prepared to enter into discussion on

the validity of certain homosexuat relationships. The Southern Baptist's clear statement of their
position on each of these issues is indicative that each has become controversial within
evangelical circles.

2.3.2 Case Study 2: The Attempt to Expel Clark Pinnock from the Evangelical Theological
Society

Another possible path in understanding the range represented in evangelical theolory is to follow
the trajectory taken by Clark Pinnock - one that almost led to his expulsion from the Evangelical

Theological Society (ETS).33 Pinnock is interesting in that he was an early defender of inerrancy

and originally held a fundamentalist position.3a

Pinnock's name is often linked to the "Openness of God" debate, partly because of his editorship

of the influential Inter Varsity Press book with that title.35 Pinnock also articulates a role for the

Spirit in the interpreting of scripture that allows for a more open and fluid understanding of its
meaning than the propositional approaches of the past.36 Books such as his Flame of Love: A

Theologt of the Holy SpiritrT propose a dynamic understanding of the Bible as the Spirit,s book

that contrasts with his more static approach in publications such as his l97l Biblical Revelation:

The Fotmdation of Christian Theologt." In that publication the conservative Moody press could

enthuse in the book's dust coveq o'scholarly, unusually thorough, and carefully organized.

Biblical Revelation reminds todayos believer that the Bible is most certainly the infallible

3' For an influential and clear example of this posilion see Harold Lindsell, The Battle for the Bible(Grand
Rapids: Zondewan, 197 6).t The ETS is arguably the leading evangelical theological society within North America. lts Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society is generally considered to be one ofthe most scholarlyjournals produced
by the evangelical movement. Its membership has been seen as an unoffical "who's who" within the North
American Evangelical scene.
3a For Grenz' discussion of Pinnook see Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a
Post-Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), l 34-150.
" Pinnock and others.

'u See e.g. Clark H. Pinnock, "Biblical Texts - Past and Future Meani ngs," Journal of rhe Evangetical
Theological Society 43, no. I (2000).
" Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of Love: A Theologt of the Hoty Spiril (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity press,
lee6).
38 Clark H. Pinnock, Biblical Revelation: The Foundarion of Christian Theologt (Chicago: Moody press,
197r\.
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communication from God." Demonstrating a once for all "infallible communication', is no longer

a part of Pinnockos agenda.

Pinnock's theological pilgrimage, and particularly the publication of his Most Moved Mover,3e

saw RogerNicole charge, at the November 20,2002 meeting of the ETS, that pinnock had

violated the inerrancy clause of the ETS.a0 By lll to 137 votes the members voted to refer the

matter to the ETS Executive Committee for examination and discussion. At the same meeting a
similar charge was laid against John Sanders, like Pinnock, a proponent of open theism.ar

On 3 October 2003 Pinnock was examined by the Executive Committee of the ETS, and agreed

to withdraw some of the statements made in Most Moved Mover.a? As a result the committee

unanimously recommended that the charges against him not be sustained.a3 Though a brief
summary of what was a tense and emotive issue, the insistence of the ETS that pinnock distance

himself from some of his own statements or face expulsion from the society is a clear indication
of the pressure for doctrinal conformity within what is perhaps evangelicalism's most influential

theological society.

This context impacts our understanding of Grenz' agenda to revision evangelical theologr. In
part, Grenz' work attempts to transcend some of the impasses reached by evangelicals. It
highlights how difficult it is to bring change to the movement. Innovators like pinnock are

quickly brought back into line, those who will not recant (like Sanders), are excluded. This does

not bode well for an attempt to revision a movement. However, a key task is to assess how

representative Southern Baptist and ETS reactions are. Each has their own constituency, but it
could be that the paradigm shifts in society are such that their influence is waning. Apparently

this was Grenz' assessment. Roger Olson claims that Grenz confided to him that the 2005 ETS

meeting held in Philadelphia would be his last, as he found the attitude of ETS leaders too

restrictive. Olson claims that Grenz had planned to found an evangelical professional society that

3o Cfark H' Pinnock, Most Moved Mover: A Theologt of God's Openness(Carlisle: Paternoster, 2001).o0 Full details of the charge, the executive committee', .e"ornrn"ndations, and the formal responses of both
Pinnock and Sanders, are posted on the website ofthe Evangelical Theological Society,
www.etsjets.org/members/challenge, (accessed I I June 2004).
'' As in the case of Pinnock, Roger Nicole laid the charge.a Pinnock agreed to a revised version of note 66 and the accompanying material on pages 50-5 I in all
future publications of Mosl Moved Mover.
a3 The recommendation for Sanders was different. With a split 7-2 vote the executive voted to uphold the
charges against him. The key difference between Pinnock and Sanders seems to be Sanders' view that
certain biblical prophecies should be viewed as probabitities rather than certainties.
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would encourage fresh thinking whist still being "clearly and unequivocally evangelical.,'aa It
would therefore appear that toward the end of his life Grenz accepted that it would not be

possible to persuade all evangelicals to accept his revisioned version of evangelicalism, but that
he was confident that there was sufficient support for his stance to provide a viable alternative.

However, we are in danger of rushing ahead of ourselves. Significant though areas of
disagreement may be, we should first try to understand the debate over the historical origins of
the evangelical movement before we look at the question of its characteristics and theolory.

2.4THE DEBATE OVER THE HISTORICAL ROOTS OF'EVAIIGELICALISM

Before embarking on the quest for evangelicalism's historical identity, it is as well to note

Horton's warning that "...every historical interpretation involves power plays in the sense that
interpreters are self-involved participants in the struggle over evangelicat identity."4s This quickly
becomes evident as one tries to find consensus as to the "true" forbears ofauthentic

evangelicalism. Noll's brief summary helps bring several streams together. He suggests,

The word 'evangelical' has several legitimate senses, all related to the
etymological meaning of 'good news.' For Christians of many types throughout
history the word has been used to describe God's redemption of iinners by the
work of Christ. In the Reformation of the sixteenth century it became a rough
synonym for 'Protestant.' That history explains why many Lutherans still etploy
the term... The most common use of the word today, however, stems from thl
renewal movements of the eighteenth century and from practitioners of revival in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially as personified by such
noteworthy preachers as charles Grandison Finney, D.L.Moody and Billy
Graham.a6

A variety of classification options exist as to the threads making up the evangelical mosaic.

James Hunter identifies four main types of evangelicalism in contemporary American

evangelicalism, viz: The Baptist tradition; the Holiness-Pentecostal tradition; the Anabaptist

tradition and the Reformed-Confessional tradition.aT

o' Roget E. Olson, "stanley J. Grenz's Contribution to Evangelical Theolory," princeton Theological
Review 12, no. I (2006): p27.
as Michael S' Horton, "is Evangelicalism Reformed or Wesleyan? Reopening the Marsden-Dayton Debate,,,
Christian Scholar's Review 31, no. 2 (2001\: 144.

]iUartc A. Noll,laerican EvangeticalChiistianity: An Introduction(Oxford: Blackwelt,200l), 13.ot 
James D'Hunter,American Eiangelicalism: Conservqtive Religion antl the euandary of Modernity

(New Brunswick: Rutgers University press, 1983), 7-9.
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Dorrien prefers the typologr suggested by Max Stackhouse and Donald W. Dayton, which
acknowledges three main streams:

Those deriving from the confessional and dissenting movements of the l6'h century

Protestant Reformation. stackhouse calls this'opuritan" evangelical ism.

'oPietistic" evangelicalism, deriving from the 186 century Cerman and English pietist

movements and in the USA, from the Great Awakening.

Fundamentalist evangelicalismo deriving from the modernist-fundamentalist conflict of
the nineteenth and twentieth centulv. a8

There are real differences between each stream. As Dorrien notes "...pietistic evangelicalism,

deviates substantially from the languages of absolute divine sovereignty, forensic justification,

and literalistic inerrancy developed in the Reformed and Lutheran traditions, giving heightened

evangelical emphasis to experiences ofconversion, sanctification, spiritual regeneration, and

healing.n'ae

If one accepts this classification one could argue that there are four rivals for the title of ..The

Evangelicals."

First are the "Reformed Evangelicals'o who place their emphasis on historical continuity with the

doctrinal position of the Protestant Reformation. Here the emphasis is on correct doctrine and the

"solas'n of the Reformation, especially "sola fide" and "sola scriptura.o'The Puritans are seen as

suitable role models. The "Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals" see themselves as guardians of
this tradition and actively try to ensure that the title "Evangelical" be reserved for those who are

within this tradition.5o

Second are those deeply influenced by the Pietists and their effort to move the Reformation

beyond what they considered to be the "deadness" ofLutheran orthodoxy. Grenz suggests pietist

Philipp Jakob Spener as a good representative. He notes that while Spener acknowledges scripture

1)

2)

3)

aE Dorrien, l-3.
4e lbid., 3.t' 

See e.g. James M. Boice and Benjamin E. Sasse (eds), Here We Stand: A Callfrom Confessing
Evangelicals (Grand Rapids: Baker, l996). Also Michael S. Horton, ed-, A Confesstng Theologlfor
Postmodern lrraes (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2000).
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to be objectively true, Spener stressed that scripture only transformed the life of the reader if he or

she allowed the Spirit to work through scripture and supplemented it with prayer, meditation and

an attempt to live a holy life.st The Wesleyan/Pentecostal stream of evangelicalism is usually

seen to have its roots in the emphasis on the individual believer's responsibility to lead a holy and

consecrated life.

Third is the convergence of the Puritan and Pietist streams into what is sometimes called

'oclassical evangelicalism." Characterized by what Grenz calls "convertive-experimental piety" it

places an emphasis both on the doctrinal content of faith and its experiential outworking.s2 It

should probably be viewed as the closest contender for the title of forerunner of the neo or new

evangelicalism.

A fourth stream is that of fundamentalism. Named after a series of ten tracts published by the

leaders of the movement in 1910, The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, fundamentalism

saw its role as the defence of certain classical doctrines. Religious experience was distrusted

because liberals could also claim religious encounters. An unswerving loyalty to the Bible in the

face of challenges to its authority was required. This was the prelude to the later inerrancy

debates within evangeli calism.

Often an attempt is made to simplifo the evangelical landscape into two competing camps.

Sometimes known as the Marsden-Dayton debate (loosely stated, are the true heirs of

evangelicalism the Reformed/Presbyterian stream as Marsden argues, or is Dayton correct in

opting for a Wesleyan/Pentecostal constituency?) it does a disservice to the richly varied history

of evangelicalism.53 Roger Olson reaches a reasonable conclusion when he writes:

It seems clear to me that the Marsden-Dayton debate has a relatively simple
solution: evangelicalism is neither primarily, nonnatively Reformed
(Presbyterian paradigm) nor primarily, normatively Wesleyan (Pentecostal
paradigm). Evangelicalism is an unstable compound of several strands of
Protestantism held together by several adhesives. That is why it is plagued by
controversy over its true identity.5a

tt Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Posl-Theological Era,62-63.t'Ibid.,5l.
53 

See Donald W. Dayton, "The Search for the Historical Evangelicalism: George Marsden's History of
Fuller Seminary as a Case Study," Chrislian Scholar's Review 23,no. I (1993), George Marsden,
Reforming Fundamenlalism: Fuller Seminory and the New Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1987).
to Roger E. Olson, "The Reality of Evangelicalism: A Response to Michael S. Horlon," Christian Scholar's
Review 31, no.2 (2001)r l6l.
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Michael Horton suggests that, "Instead of trying forever to determine what evangelicalism is

(socio-historical definition), we should enjoy a free exchange concerning what it ought to be in

faith and practice (theological definition)."tt However, this side steps the issue. The theological

emphasis of the movement cannot be divorced from its historv.

The debate gains significance when we try to evaluate the thesis proposition "that Stanley Crenz,

theological method effectively revisions evangelical theologr" in that critics of his work suggest

that he favours Dayton in the Marsden-Dayton debate.i6 Grenz enters the debate in an attempt to
validate the Wesleyan/Holiness stream of evangelicalism. While willing to acknowledge other

streams, part of Grerrz' revisioning project is to revision evangelical identity. His goal is to
demonstrate that the "evangelical ethos is more than mere theology. At its hean is a shared

experience cradled in a shared theologry..."57

At times Grenz overstates his case. When in Renewing the Center he suggests that..By the mid-

twentieth century... many evangelical theologians had begun to define the nature of the

movement by augmenting the traditional interest in the gospel with another, decidedly cognitive

concern, namely, the desire to maintain correct doctrine," the implication seems to be that the

movement was largely disinterested in doctrine prior to this point.'8 This is a contestable claim,

and one that William Travis sharply critiques Grenz for. After exploring numerous exceptions to
Grenz' claim of general doctrinal disinterest, Travis concludes that, "Overall, the views of Grenz

and those who agree with him on both the nature and role of Pietism in the evangelical movement

need significant revision. In terms of the history component, 'renewing the center' needs serious

rethinking."se If Grenz' revisioning of evangelical theolory is partly dependent upon an

inaccurate historical reconstruction of evangelicalism, it is unlikely to be successful.

5t Ho.ton, "ls Evangelicalism Reformed or Wesleyan? Reopening the Marsden-Dayton Debate,,, 153.
'" See e.g. William G. Travis, "Pietism and the History of American Evangelicalisrn," in Reclaiming the
Center: Confronling Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed.Millard J. Erickson, Raul Kloss
Helseth, and Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004).
" Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,34." Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical rheologt in a post-Theological Era,53.
" Travis. 279.
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2.5 THE STRUGGLE TO ARTICULATE EVAI\GELICALISM'S CHARACTERISTICS
AND THEOLOGY

Finding consensus on evangelical theologicar distinctives is difficult.

John Stott, long time champion of the evangelical movement in Britain, suggests that because of
the confusion the term evangelical often occasions it is wise to begin with three disclaimers:

l) Evangelical faith is not a rec€nt innovation. "On the contrary, we dare to claim that

evangelical Christianity is original, apostolic, New Testament Christianity..uo

2) Evangelical faith is not a deviation flom Christian orthodoxy. "lt is neither an eddy nor a

backwater but mainstream Christianity. Evangelical Christians have no difficulty in
reciting the Apostle's Creed or the Nicene Creed ex animo.'o6l

3) The evangelical faith is not a synonym for fundamentalism. Stott argues "the two have a

different hiitory and a different connotation."62 Though acknowledging that originally

"fundarnentalist" was an acceptabte synonym for "evangelical" he maintains that since

the 1950's evangelicalism has been associated with what was originally viewed as the

"new evangelicalism" of North American leaders such as Carl Henry, Billy Graham and

Harold Ockenga.

It is worth developing Stott's third disclaimer, if only because those outside the evangelical

movement tend to associate evangelicalism with fundamentalism. Stott justifies the line he draws

between fundamentalism and evangelicalism by describing what he calls ten "tendencies" in

fundamentalism that he does not consider characteristic of evangelicalism. In summary form

these are that fundamentalists:

l) Give the impression that they distrust scholarship.

2) Hold to an "excessive literalism,' in their view of the Bible.

3) Have tended to view the Bible's inspiration as a mechanical process. While evangelicals

readily acknowledge the double authorship of scripture, with the divine author speaking

through people in full possession of their faculties, fundamentalists have focused more on

inspiration as divine dictation.

li fg Stott, Evangelical Truth: A Personal Pleafor tlnity (Leicester: Inter Varsity press, 1999), 16.
'' Ibid.. 17.
ut tbid.. t9.
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4) Tend to interpret the text as though it were written directly to them, overlooking the

cultural gap between the biblical world and today.

5) Are suspicious and usually rejecting of the ecumenical movement.

6) Have a separatist ecclesiology, with a tendency to withdraw from discussion when their
specific doctrinal viewpoints are not held to.

7) Have an ambiguous relationship with the world. Sometimes values are uncritically

adopted, at other times they stay aloof for fear of contamination.

8) Have shown a tendency to cling to the myth of white supremacy and have defended racial

segregation.

9) Have tended to view evangelism and mission as synonymous.

l0) Are usually dogmatic about the future, often dividing history into rigid dispensations and

going into considerable detail about the fi.rlfillment of prophecy.63

Marsden, while noting the differences between American and British fundamentalists, suggests

that,

their most distinctive doctrines... were the divinely guaranteed verbal inerrancy
ofscripture, divine creation as opposed to biological evolution, and a
dispensational-premillennial scheme that explained historical change in terms of
divine control.6a

While not all would agree with Stott's distancing evangelicalism from these tendencies, they do

go some way to debunking the myth that "evangelical" and "fundamentalist" are synonyms.

Dorrien has wittily noted that this distinction is often not observed, "Though scholars generally

allow that evangelicalism andfundamentalism are not interchangeable terms, the impression

persists that modern evangelicals are merely fundamentalists with better manners."65 Olson

articulates a more pressing concem when he writes, "I am convinced, as are many commentators

on evangelicalism, that 'fundamentalism' is being replaced with the label 'conservative

evangelicalism' while retaining fundamentalistic habits of heart and mind."66

63 tbid.,zt-zq.* George Marsden, "Fundamentalism as an American Phenomenon, " in Reckoning with the past:
Historical Essays on American Evangelicalism from the Institute for the Study ofimerican Evangelicals,
9-d. Darryl G. Hart (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), 303-304.o' Dorrien, l.
u6 Roger E' Olson, "Postconservative Evangelical Theology and the Theological pilgrimage of Ctark
Pinnock," in Semper Reformandum. ed. Stanley E. Porter and Anthony R. Cross lCailiste: Raternoster,
2003).
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From the perspective of this research, the distinction is important. The working thesis is ..that

Stanley Grenz'theological method effectively revisions evangelicaltheolory." If evangelical

theolory is equated with fundamentalism, it is improbable that the thesis can be sustained. The

defining boundaries of fundamentalism are too narrowly drawn to allow for movement. It is

possible that those sectors within evangelicalism which are unlikely to accept Grenz' revisioning
are unlikely to do so because they have shifted further to the right, and now fit more comfortably

within the fundamentalist block.67

Categorizing evangelical distinctives by a core group offoundational theological convictions or

characteristics is difficult. Different evangelical spokespeople devise different lists of defining

characteristics.

David Bebbington's characterization if often cited.68 He writes:

There are the four qualities that have been the special marks of Evangelical
religion: conversionism,the beliefthat lives need to be changed; activism,the
expression of the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and
what may be called crucicentrisrt, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross,
Togetherthey form a quadrilateral ofpriorities that is the basis of
Evangelicalism.6e

The quality of activism is of special importance in that it helps to separate evangelicalism from

earlier forms of Protestant Orthodoxy. While activism is more a sociological than a theological

distinctive, it arises from theological convictions. Bebbington argues that the assurance of
salvation that flowed from evangelicalism's stress on conversion, led to the active sharing of faith

in the attempt to get others to experience a similar assurance of salvation.T0 A working week of

- So e€' ore could argue that whatever their historic position, recent changes in the Southern Baptist
denomination equate to their now fitting more naturally into a fundamentalist than evangelical block. Their
decision to withdraw from the Baptist WorldAlliance, made in June 2005, helps underline the validity of
this new classification. They uphold Stott's 6'h point cited above, that fundamentalists usually have a
separatist ecclesiology, with a tendency to withdraw from discussion when their specific doctrinal
viewpoints are not held to.s Ward speaks of "the famous Bebbington Quadrilateral.'W.R. Ward, "Evangelical Identity in the
Eighteenth Century," in Christianity Reborn: The Global Expansion of Evangelicalism in tie Twenrierh
Century, ed. Donald M. Lewis (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2004), tl. Bebbington's suggestion that
evangelicalism as a movement only began after pivotal events in the I730's is more controveriial. See
Kenneth J. Stewart, "Did Evangelicalism Predate the Eighteenth Century? An Examination of David
Bebbington's Thesis," Evangelical Quarterly 77, no.2 (2005).
"'David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A Historyfrom the 1730s to the l9B0s (Grand

[aRids: Baker, 1989), p2-3.
'" Ibid., p74.
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between 90 and 100 hours was expected of those in the nineteenth-century Wesleyan ministry.Tl
Bebbington contrasts this with the non-evangelical English-parish clerglman of the later
eighteenth century who "was very like a member of the gentry in how he spent his time.,,72

Though attempts have been made to contemporize Bebbington's list, Tumball for example

suggesting as an alternate the foci of authority, doctrine, spirituality and practicat commitment,T3

most assessments of evangelicalism cite Bebbington's classification. Thus even though adopting

a different approach to Bebbington, McLaren is not far from Bebbington's choice of activism as a

key quality ofevangelicalism when he suggests that evangelicals are best characterised by being
passionate. Identifying the movement more by its ethos than its beliefs, he writes:

When I say I cherish an evangelical identity, I mean something beyond a belief
system or doctrinal array or even a practice. I mean an attitude - an attitude
toward God and our neighbour and our mission that ispassionate. when
evangelicals (at their best) sing, they sing.. when evangelicals pray,they pray.
When evangelicals preach, they preach.Ta

In trying to articulate the beliefs of evangelicals, Mark Noll compares the doctrinal statements of
ten key evangelical groups, three from large American denominations, six from parachurch

evangelical agencies and one from an international evangelical movement.tt He finds substantial

lines of convergence in what the statements affirm.

Eight of the ten begin with a statement on scripture, and all ten affirm that the Bible is inspired,

infallible and the ultimate authority for Christian beliefs and practices. Each statement identifies

the Bible as the source of the other beliefs articulated.Tu This is therefore consistent with the

biblicism identifi ed in Bebbington n s taxonomy.

Noll also finds consensus on God as the only Cod and creator of the universe, who in the mystery

of the Trinity exists etemally as three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The statements all
affirm the virgin birth of Jesus, as well as the full deity and humanity of Jesus, and his

sinlessness. They uphold a substitionary understanding ofChrist's death on the cross, seeing it as

t' Ibid., pl l.
" rbid.
73 Richard Turnball, "Evangelicalism: The State of Scholarship and the Question of ldentity,,, Anvil 16, no.
2 (te99):95.
ta Brian D.McLaren,A Generous orrhodory(Grand Rapids: Zondervan,2004), 130.tt Noll- 56-65.
tu bia., ss.
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sufficient payment to God for the sins of humanity. Atl likewise proclaim Jesus, bodily
resurrection and his ascent into heaven. They concur that at the Second Coming Jesus will return

to the earth, and that this will both demonstrate the ultimate triumph of God and the end of the

world as we have known it. While there is broad agreement on the person of the Holy Spirit,
some of the statements mention activities of the Spirit that are absent in others (such as the

Spirit's role in speaking in tongues and world evangelization).7?

As regards humanity, all statements recognise that all humansT8 are made in the image of God.
Each affirms a historic fall, and the consequent corruption of human nature and the resulting
alienation between God and humanity. Each statement affirms the importance of betievers living
a godly life.Te

Noll also sees each statement essentially overlapping in claims about the church and the final
judgment, although he does see some difference in how explicit statements are in relation to the

final judgment. While the denominations are fairly explicit about the ordinances of baptism and

communion, (and some have idiosyncratic additions such as foot-washing), these are not present

in the parachurch statements, but this is simply as one would expect.8'

Other than for divergent views on the role of the Spirit - where the Pentecostal denominations

make additional claims to those found in the other statements, Noll did not find the differences to
be remarkable, and saw them primarily as differences in style rather than substance.sl

While this might seem to indicate remarkable overlap in the belief systems of different groups of
evangelicalism, a thoughtful review of the beliefs articulated leads one to ask in what way

evangelicalism is different to conservative Protestant orthodoxy. It is because of this that Hart

denies that there is such a thing as evangelicatism as a religious identity.s2 Hunter adopts a more

gentle approach and while willing to speak of evangelicalism, prefers to speak of conservative

Protestantism, seeing it as synonymous with protestant orthodoxy.s3

'7 rbid.,60-62.
tt Noll notes that none of the statements use gender inclusive language, though this might reflect the date of
the compilation of the statements. Ibid.,62.
tn lbid-
to lbid.,63.
8r tbid., 63-64.
E2 Hart describes it as "the wax nose of twentieth-century American Protestantism." Hart, 16.8r Hunter, Evangelicalism: The Coming Generalion,34.
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In light of this, Horton questions if there is such a thing as a distinctively evangelical theolory.

He raises a fascinating question, *lf the label 'evangelical' is cognitively (or, at least,

theologically) vacuous, why do so many people - including evangelical leaders - identiff so

strongly with it, thinking of themselves first of all as not Calvinists, Lutherans, Baptists, but as

evangelicals?" He then suggests an answer to his question:

...could this at least in part be due to the fact that we are ourselves cognitively
vacuous when it comes to articulating our theological convictions beyond
slogans? Thus the success of the label despite its practically infinite elasticity
may be partially due to our own shallowness and the vision of Christianizing
America and western civi I ization generally.sa

In Revisoning Evangelical Theologt Grenz argues that a revisioned identity of evangelicalism,

while not denying the cognitive features of the Christian faith, would stress "a common vision of

the faith that arises out of a common religious experience couched within a common interpretive

framework consisting in theological beliefs we gain from the Scriptures."tt If Noll's analysis is

correct, the common interpretive framework is Protestant orthodoxy. To this Grenz then adds a

shared religious experience, leading to l{art questioning "whether evangelicalism had any

substance beyond vague and warm affirmations about a personal relationship with Jesus."86

Summarizing, we could argue that the belief system of evangelicalism is essentially that of

Protestant orthodoxy. While individual groups might adopt a particular stance on issues such as

pre-millennialism or speaking in tongues, the overarching concem is to uphold conservative

Protestant views, which in the first instance flow from the Bible (the biblicism Bebbington speaks

of). Forgiveness is possible through the sacrifice of Christ on the cross (the crucicentrism

Bebbington speaks of) and is actualized at conversion (Bebbingtonos conversionism) gratitude for

which overflows into a life of service and witness (Bebbington's activism).t7 Expressing it in

Grenz' terms, categories one and two are key beliefs, while categories three and four are key

aspects of the shared religious experience of evangelicals. We can therefore suppoft Grenz'

identification ofthe ethos ofevangelicalism as being "a shared experience cradled in a shared

theolory..."88

84 Horton, "ls Evangelicalism Reformed or Wesleyan? Reopening the Marsden-Dayton Debate," 147.
85 Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,34.
tu Hart, 15.
87 Bebbington,2-17.
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2.6 MovING BEYOND MoDERNrry AND F0LNDATIONALISM: A CURRENT
CHALLENGE F'OR EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL METHOD

Whilst the survey of evangelicalism provided thus far is accurate, it has excluded one key area,

and that is an analysis of the changed context within which evangelical theolory is now

articulated, particularly in the Westem world. Robert Webber selects Grenz as being

representative of the theological thinking of younger evangelicals because of Grenz, wiltingness
to revision evangelical theology in a way that sees it ready to address the concerns and insights of
a postmodern era.8e

Two aspects of this changed context provide particular challenges for evangelicalism. The first is
the actual transition from modernity to postmodernity, especially as evangelicalism's resurgence

was partly shaped by its successful adaptation to the assumptions of modernity. The second is the

related postmodern critique of Enlightenment foundationalism and the consequent attempts to
construct a theological method from postfoundationalist alternatives. Grenz' theological project
cannot be understood outside ofan appreciation ofthe changed context he attempts to address.

Discussions on both postmodemism and postfoundationalism abound.eo Barnes suggests that

discussion of these topics constitutes "the primary conversation in systematic theolory in the

academy' ' '"el An in depth analysis is therefore outside of the scope of this research, but some

introductory comments, as they are relevant to Grenz' theological method, are appropriate.e2

Deciding what the "postoo in postmodernism refers to requires some insight into modernity. From

the perspective of this study, particular aspects of significance include:

ll g.:*, Reu_is-ioning Evangetical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the hventy Firsr Century,34.
"' Robert E. Webber, The Younger Evangelicals: Facing the Challenges of the New Hrorld (Crand Rapids:
Baker,2002),92.{ Grenz' text on postmodernism has been one of his most popular works. Stanley J. Grenz, A primer on
P,o s t mo de r ni s m (Grand Rapids : Eerdm ans, I 996).
"' Elizabeth Barnes, "Jesus Christ: The Church's One Foundation," Perspectives in Religious Studies 25, no.
2 (1998): 176.q 

Though I am in disagreement with his conclusions, Jay Robertson devotes his phD thesis to a study of
Grenz' appropriation of a nonfoundational epistemology. Jay T. Robertson, "Evangelicalism's
Appropriation of Nonfoundational Epistemology as Reflected in the Theology of Stanley J. Grenz" (phD,
Mid'America Baptist Theological Seminary, 2002). Part of my disagreement with Robertson flows from
his agenda to warn "evangelicals of the incipient dangers of adopting Grenzns reformist agenda.,'
Robertson. 6.
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The optimistic assessment of knowledge, which was seen to be certain, objective, good

and accessible. Correspondence theories of tnrth were accepted (truth is that which
corresponds to reality), as was the belief in the-world-as-it-is. Knowledge was seen to be

intrinsically valuable, which was coupled with a conviction that increased knowledge

would lead to a better world.

The belief that the human intellect was the arbiter of truth. Reason, not intuition, was the
path to truth.

The belief in the autonomous self, existing outside of particular traditions, or social

conventions.

The belief that truth is objective rather than relational.

Key paradigm shifts embraced by postmodernism include:

l) A denial of objective knowledge and its replacement by interpretation. Linked to this is
the move from a realist or objective view of truth to a constructionist outlook. Because all

explanations of reality are seen as constructions, deconstruction is required. The focus of
deconstmction is not to conclude if something is objectively true, but to reveal the control

mechanisms implicit in ideas. Deconstruction identifies the stakeholders behind ideas,

and thus helps to break the control that the deconstructed ideas might have over beliefs

and actions.

2) The affirmation of local narratives rather than metanarratives. Lyotard's definition is

widely quoted: "Simplifying to the extreme, I definepos tmodern as incredulity toward

metanarratives."e3 Linked to this is the loss of the idea of a universe or of universals, and

a respect for the local and the particular. This leads to a prizing ofdifference rather than

of uniformity.

3) The conviction that truth is relational rather than objective. It can also be subjective (my

truth and my objectivity).

4) A denial of a direct correspondence between language and the-world-as-it-is, to a belief
in a symbolic, socially created world, constructed through language, with alt words being

used in accordance with socially constructed linguistic rules, or to use the concept

developed in Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigatiores, "language games.o'e4 George

Lindbeck applies and extends Wittgenstein's thinking to the theological arena,

n' Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington
and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis press, l9g4), xxiv.
'" Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
r 953).

r)

2)

3)

4)
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developing his cultural-linguistic approach which suggests that religious doctrines rather

than serving as first order truth claims (propositionally asserting things to be objectively

true or false) should rather be seen as the rules of grammar, having a regulative function
for the believing community, shaping its thinking and experience. Doctrines are therefore

not objective statements about God, but rather provide the primary rules for speaking

about God.e5 Lindbeck's thinking has been influential in the development of Grenz,

theological method.

5) A stress on holism and inter-connectedness. Truth, (to the extent that one can talk of
truth) is contextual.

Foundationalism in theological construction is closely linked to the modern era. Working from
the assumption that the demonstration of objective truth requires an undisputed foundation from
which truth claims can be made, theologians attempted to define what this foundation could be.

Though conservative and liberal theologians reached different conclusions as to the appropriate

foundation for theolory, both essentially adopted the same method for theotogical construction,

namely that of identifoing a sure and certain foundation from which all other truth claims could

flow' Foundationalism assumes that a system of knowledge must include a class of beliefs that

are immune from challenge (e.g scripture) and that reasoning within the system proceeds only in

one direction, from the foundational beliefto others, but not in the reverse direction.

Nancey Murphy argues that in the modern era both liberal and conservative theologians shared

foundationalism's methodological assumptions, and that the divide between them is therefore not

necessarily as great as is often thought. The differences resulted from conservatives choosing an

inerrant Bible as their undisputed foundation, while liberals assigned the foundational role to

religious experience.e6 Methodologically, both assumed that foundationalism was the appropriate

paradigm, albeit that the foundation chosen took the theolory constructed in different directions.

Murphy, whom Grenz acknowledges as being influential for his thinking,eT suggests that three

features of postmodernism could potentially help overcome the impasses of the past.

e5 
See George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Retigion and Theologt in a postliberal Age

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, I 984).
e6 

See Nancey Murphy, Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism: How Poslmodern Philosophy Set the
Theological Agenda (Hanisburg: Trinity Press International, 1996), Nancey Murphy, "philosophical
Resources for Postmodern Evange lical Theology," Christian Scholar's Review 26, no. Z (lgg6i-
n7 Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyoni-Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a posimodern
Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox press, 2001), ix.
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First is that in postmodernism epistemological holism replaces foundationalism by its insistence

that it is not possible to distinguish between basic (foundational) beliefs and non-basic beliefs.

There is a web of connectedness. Holism means that each belief is supported by its ties to its

neighboring beliefs and ultimately to the whole.

Second is that in the philosophy of language the approach is also holistic, with meaning being

sought in both the linguistic and nonlinguistic context.

The third is that postmodernism is anti-reductionist, with the recognition of the two-way

influence between part and whole. The whole influences the part and the part the whole.

Murphy goes on to ask what the implications of this would be for a conservative (evangelical)

theologr constructed within a postmodern framework, and what would be its distinguishing

features, and suggests that while reflecting the holism called for, it would also need to hold on to
certain aspects considered to be an integral part of evangelical theology. She writes:

First it must maintain some special role for Scripture over against experience as

authority for theologr. Second, it must provide for special acts of God, and third,

it must provide for the possibility of making truth claims for Christianity. This

Iatter requirement involves both a definition of truth that is compatible with

postmodern philosophy and criteria for judging the truth of a religion.et

Murphy's proposals and insights, together with those of Lindbeck, are key ingredients that hetp

shape Grenz' methodological revisioning. Taking seriously the critique of both modernity and

foundationalism, Grenz attempts to devise a theological method suitable for a postmodem era and

which moves beyond foundationalism. A large part of his solution is found in suggesting a shift
from a single foundation for theology (scripture) to a trio oftheological sources, scripture,

tradition and culture. While scripture remains the norming norm for theology, the three sources

work together as conversation partners, with truth statements being tested for coherence rather

than simple correspondence. Rather than truth being affirmed in propositions (as in the old

evangelical paradigm), it is discerned within the narrative flow of the community of faith. The

community understands its experience in the light of its grammar (doctrines) which provides the

frame within which religious discourse takes place. The grammar in turn is shaped by the ongoing
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trialogue between the three sources for theology, scripfure, tradition and culture. These sources

are structured around three focal motifs, the Trinity, community and eschatology.

In devising his method, Grenz is mindful of the particular challenges posed by the postmodern

context, and argues thatjust as theologians could not uncritically adopt the assumptions of
modernity (albeit that they sometimes did), they cannot uncritically adopt postmodern

assumptions' In particular, he is not willing to abandon the quest for universal truth, arguing that

the Christ event stands against the postmodern loss of a center (Christ being the world's one true

center).ee Arguing against the postmodern view that the world is composed of incompatible and

competing local narratives, he writes that "because of our faith in Christ, we cannot totally affirm
the central tenet of postmodernism. .. the rejection of the metanarrative."l0o He is however

responsive to many areas of concern raised by the postmodern critique of modernity, and is

hopeful that his method will lead to the construction of a theolory that is post-individualistic,

post-rationalistic, post-dualistic and post-noeticentric. t0l

Subsequent chapters will unpack this method more fully, and assess if it is successful in

revisioning evangelical theological method.

2.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter has provided an overview of the theological "family" Crenz attempts to revision. It
has investigated the tensions created by the numerical growth of the movement and the

consequent increased diversity in its thought and practice. Tensions within the Southern Baptist

Denomination and the Evangelical Theological Society were chosen to represent something of the

ferment within the movement. The dispute over the historical roots of evangelicalism was

investigated, as was the discussion as to what constitute the defining characteristics and

theological emphases of evangelicalism. The challenges posed for evangelicalism by the

transition from modernity to postmodemity were introduced, with particular attention being given

to the shift from a foundationalist to a postfoundationalist method in theological construction.

Grenz' response to this changed context was introduced.

e8 Murphy, "Philosophical Resources for postmodern Evangelical rheology," 194.
"' Grenq A Primer on Postmodernism. 163-164.
'oo Ibid., 164.
ro'rbid., 167-174.
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To conclude that Grenz has effectively revisioned evangelical theological method, as our

proposition suggests, it is necessary to show how his model provides a path beyond the contested

and sometimes acrimonious nature of evangelical theolory. ln addition, his method needs to

address the challenges posed by the transition from the modern to the postmodern contexl

Understanding both these contexts has therefore been a necessary precunior to evaluating his

method.

tsefore examining the effectiveness of Grenzo proposals, one further step remains, and that is a

review and summary of his worlg particularly those works relevant to the thesis proposition "that

Stanley Gt€nz' theological method has effectively revisioned evangelical theolory." It is to this

that we now turn.
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CHAPTIR THREE

A}t EXPLORATION OF THE WORK OF STAIILEY J. GRENZ

3.l INTRODUCTION

Grenz was a prolific writer. It is not just the quantity of his published material that is daunting but
also the range oftopics covered. Over one hundred essays andjournal articles, and twenty-five

books point to his abundant output. At the time of his death he was involved in several writing
projects. He completed reading the proofs of the second volume of his proposed six volume series

The Matrix of Christian Theologt shortly before his death, and this has subsequently been

published as The Named God and the Question of Being: A Trinitarian Theo-Ontologt.t Orher

works might still appear with the assistance of a co-author.

This literature review adopts a chronological approach to the survey of Grenz' major works.

Though not giving an exhaustive overview of all that Grenz has written, current research into

Grenz focuses on a few of his publications, but I have not been able to uncover any work which

appraises his writing as a whole. This review is therefore more extensive than others presently

available, even though it has been necessary to reduce the scope to pay particular attention to
those works with particular relevance to Grenz' theological method. The proposition that ,,Stanley

Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theology" serves as the filter for what
will receive attention, and what will be mentioned only in passing. The goal is to articulate the

major themes and emphases in Grenz' writing as well as the progression of his thought, before

evaluating his methodological proposal and its application, in subsequent chapters.

Some general comments on Grenz' writing are appropriate to help establish the broader context

of his work, before beginning our selective chronological review.

Grenz writes with different target audiences in mind.2 Several of his texts are largely a synthesis

of the writings of others, a genre at which he excelled.3 One imagines Grenz as professor

' Stanley J. Grenz, The Named God and the Question of Being: A Trinitarian Theo-Ontologt, The Matrix of
.Christian Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox press, 2005).
' For example, Grenz reworked Theologtfor the Community of God (1994) into Crearedfor Community
(1998)' The latter is an easily understood summary of the key points of Theotogtfor rhe'Communiry oj
God, and is intended for a more general readership.
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carefully collating material into a format suitable to serve as a seminary text. Grenz as ethicist

and pastor has written on topics such as civil religion, abortion, prayer, women in ministry, the

millennium, hell, spirituality and pastoral misconduct.o He has also written introductory

overviews of Christian belief, an apologetic for studying theolory, a dictionary of theological

terms and a short dictionary of ethics.5 As a Baptist theologian, some of his works are aimed at a

specifically Baptist readership.6 Several of his books are co-authored.? All his work, even when

aimed at a wider readership, is carefully written and demonstrates theological reflection.

3 Examples include Stanley J. Grenz, Reasonfor Hope: The Systematic Theologt af l(olJhart pannenberg
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), Stanley J. Grenz, The Milknnial Mme: Sorting oir
Evangelical Options (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1992), Stanley J. Grenz, Rediscoveriig the
Triune God: The Trinity in Contemporary Theologt (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2004), Staniey J.
Grenz and Roger E. Olsen, Twentieth Century Theologt @owners Grove: Intei Varsity press, 1996).
" See e.g. Stanley J. Grenz, "Listen America!: A Theological and Ethical Assessment,'; Foundations 25, no.
2 (1982), Stanley J. Grenz, "Abortion: A Christian Response," Conrad Grebel Review 2,no. | (19S4),

tanley J' Grenz, Prayer: The Cryfor the Kingdom(Peabody: Hendrickson and Publishers, 19881, Stanley
J. Grenz, "Secular Saints: Civil Religion in America," The Baptist Quarterly 33, no. 5 (1990), Grenz, Thi
Millennial Maze: Sorting out Evangelical Options, Stanley J. Grenz, "Anticipating God's New Community:
Theological Foundations for Women in Ministry," Journql of the Evangetical Thiological Society3S, no.4
( 1995), Stanley J. Grenz, "When the Pastor Fails: Sexual Misconduct as a Betrayat oflrust," Crttx 29, no.2
(1995), Stanley J. Grenz, "Is Hell Forever?," Christianity Today 42, no. I I (1998), Stanley J. Grenz,
"Belonging to God: The Quest for a Communal Spirituality in the Postmodern !Vorld," ,aiUry Theological
Journal 54, no. 2 (1999), Stanley J. Grenz, "God's Business: A Foundation for Christian Mission in the
Marketplace," Crux 35, no. I (1999), Stanley J. Grenz, "The Hopeful Pessimist: pastoral Theolop in a
Pessimistic Conte)r:t.," The Journal of Pastoral Care 54, no. 3 (2000), Stanley J. Grenz, ',postmodern
Canada: Characterisitcs of a Nation in Transition," Touchstone 18, no. I (2000), Stanley J. Grenz,
"Concerns of a Pietist with a Ph.D.," Wesleyan Theological Journal 37, no.2 (2002), Sianley J. Grenz and
Roy D. Bell, Betrayal of Trust: Sexual Miscondnct in the Pastorale (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity press,
1995), Stanley J. Grenz and Denise Muir Kjesbo, Women in the Church: A Bibtical Theologt of Women in
lfinistry (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity press, 1995).
' Stanley J. Grenz, Createdfor Communily: Connecting Christian Belief with Christian Living (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1998), Stanley J. Grenz, llrhat Christians Really Believe and l{hy (Louisville:lMestminsrer
John Knox, 1998), Stanley J. Grenz, David Guretzki, and Cherith Fee Nordling, pocttet Dicrionary of
Theological Terms (Downers Grove: IVP, 1999), Stanley J. Crenz and Roger E. Olsen, I{ho Needs
Theologt: An Invitation to the Study of God (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1996), Stanley J. Grenz
and Jay T. Smith, Pocket Dictionary of Ethics (Downers Grove: M, 200j).
u 

See e.g. Stanley J. Grenz, fhe Aaptiit Congr)gation(Vancouver: Regent College publishers, l9g5),
Stanfey J. Grenz, "Maintaining the Balanced Life: The Baptist Vision of Spirituutity,,' perspectives in
Religious Studies l 8, no. I ( l99l ), Stanley J. Grenz, "Conversing in Chrisiian Style: Toward a Baptist
Theological Method for the Postmodern Context.," Baptist History and Heritagi 35, no. I (2000).
'-Grenz and Bell, Betrayal of Trust: Sexual Misconduc, in rhe Paitorale, Stanley J. Grenz and John R.
Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Contexl (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox Press, 2001), Grenz, Guretzki, and Nordling, Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms, Grenz
and Kjesbo, ll/'omen in the Chttrch: A Biblical Theologt of l|lomen in Ministry, Grenzlnd Olsen. Twentieth
Century Theologt, Crenz and Olsen, LVho Needs Theologt: An Invitation lo ihe Study of God, Grenz and
Smith, Pocket Dictionary of Ethics, Wendelt W. Hoffman and Stanley J. Grenz, Aids: i,lintstry in rhe Midsr
of an Epidemrc (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, | 990).
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A special focus has been in the realm of sexual ethics.s His book on homosexuality has been

selected as an example of the application of his method.e It makes an ideal case study of the

interweaving of his chosen sources for theology, viz. scripture, tradition and culture, and raises

questions as to the adequacy ofthe approach.r0

As a historian, Grenz displayed a particular interest in the life of Isaac Backus. Backus was

instrumental in redefining the nature of the Baptist movement in eighteenth-century New

England. Several of Grenz' earlier publications focus on Backus' legacy to Baptist life and

thought and highlight his contribution to the struggle for the separation of church and state.tr This
work flows out of Grenzo doctoral dissertation on the life of Backus entitled "Isaac Backus:

Puritan and Baptist."

Backus' separation ofthe spheres ofchurch and state and his delineation ofthe roles to be

reserved for the church, find echoes in Grenz' emphasis on theolory being done by and for the

community of faith. Neither Grenz nor Backus see this separation as being inherently escapist,

but as ensuring that the church has integrity when called to exercise a prophetic role in society.12

Grenz is also impressed by Backus' view that conversion involves entering into a covenant

relationship with both God and the church, and sees it as a "needed corrective for much Baptist

thinking that builds largely on the individualism of the Baptist heritage while ignoring the

corporate dimension...'ol3 Grenz' own conviction on the centrality of the community finds an

early expression in this passage. Although Backus does not feature prominently in Grenz' later

E Stanley J' Grenz, "What Is Sex For?," Christianity Today 31, no. 9 (1987), Stanley J. Grenz, ,'The purpose
of Sex: Towards a Theological Understanding of Human Sexuality," Crw26,no. i lteeO;, Grenz,,,When
the Pastor Fails: Sexual Misconduct as a Betrayal of Trust.", Staniey J. Gren4 Sexuarl Ethics: An
Evangelical Perspeclive (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997), Stanley J. Grenz, lltelcoming but Not
Afiirming: An Evangelical Response lo Homosexuatity (Louisvilte: Westminster John Knox press, l99g),
Grenz and Bell, Betrayal of Trust: Sexual Misconduct in the Pastorate, Hoffinan and Grenz.
'See chapter 7.
to Grenz, llelcoming but Not Afiirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality.
' ' Stanf ey J. Grenz, "Church and State: The Legacy of lsaac Backus," Center Jourial 2, no.2 ( I983),
Stanley J. Grenz, Isaqc Baclctts, Puritan and Baptist: His Place in History, His Thoughl and Tieir
Implications for Modern Baptist Theologt (Atlanta: Mercer University iress, 1983), Stanley J. Grenz,
"Isaac Backus and the English Baptist Tradition," Baptist Quarterly 3b, no. 5 ( 1984), Stanley J. Grenz,ulsaac Backus: Eighteenth Century Light on the Contempoiary School Prayer Issue,;, perspictives in
Religious Studies 13, no. 4 (1986), Stanley J. Grenz, "lsaac Backu s," in Baptist Theologiins,ed. Timothy
George and David Dockery (Nashville: Broadman, 1990).
't Se.e e.qt Grenz' approving'summary of Backus' position that "all human laws and all political systems be
continually subjected to scrutiny in the light of God's coming rule. In this taslq the religious community
must play a major role, becoming the prophetic reminder that political systems are not final, in view of
God's final rule.o'Grenz, "church and state: The Legacy of Isaac Backui," g9.l' Grenz" "Isaac Backus," I l5-l 16.
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theological construction, he serves as an inspirational figure for Grenz. Thus in the preface to
Renewing the Center Grenz writes that, "This volume seeks to follow in the spirit of people like
Backus and offer a hopeful appraisal of evangelical theolory in the time of upheaval in which we

are living."la

Grenz' doctoral mentor was Wolfhart Pannenberg. It is thus not surprising that Grenz has made a

careful analysis and evaluation ofPannenberg's theology.15 The choice ofPannenberg as his

doctoral mentor is significant.16 Though a noted theologian, Pannenberg has not traditionally been

classified as an evangelical. Grenz' willingness to step outside of classical evangelical theolory
was an early indicator of his inclusive spirit, while in turn, he has helped to make the thinking of
Pannenberg both more accessible and acceptable to evangelical theologr.lT

Grenz' emphasis on eschatolory, which he suggests should be theolory's orienting motil has

clear links with Pannenberg's thought. This is particularly seen in his emphasis on eschatological

realism'18 However, there are interesting discontinuities. Grenz recognizes the value of science,

In Later Grenz writes, "Evangelicals today can do no better than be admonished by, draw inspiration from,
and follow after the examples of Edwards, Backus, and a host of other evangelicai luminaries." Stanley J.
Grenzn Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological f,ra (Grand Rapids: Baker,
2000),7,23.
15 

See Stanley J. Grenz, "Pannenberg and Marxism: Insights and Generalizations," The Christian Century
104, no- 27 (1987), Stanley J. Grenz, "Reasonable Christianity: Wolflrart Pannenberg Turns Sixty,"
Chrislianity Today 32, no. 12 (1988), Stanley J. Grenz, "Wolfhart Pannenberg's eueit for Ultimate Truth,',
Christian Century 105, no. 26 (198E), Stanley J. Grenz, "Commitment and Dialogue: pannenberg on
Christianity and the Religions," Journal of Ecumenicat Studies26,no.I (1989), Grrnr, Reasonjor Hope:
The Systematic Theologt of ll/olftart Pannenberg, Stanley J. Grenz, "Pannenberg and Evangelical
Theology: sympathy and caution," Christian scholm's Review 20, no. 3 (1991), Stanley J. 6renz,
"Wolfhardt Pannenberg: Reason, Hope and Transcendenc e," Asbury Theological Journal 46,no. 2 (1991),
Stanley J. Grenz, "The Irrelevancy of Theolory: Pannenberg and the Quest for Truth," Calvin Theological
Journal 27, no. 2 (1992J.

'u In turn, the compliment of being accepted as a doctoral student by Pannenberg should be noted. Grenz
was only the second student from the USA to complete a doctorate under Pannenberg. Grenz, Stanley J.
Reasonfor Hope: The Systematic Theologt of WolJhart Pannenberg.New York: Oxford University press,
1990, vii.
r7 Specially remarkable was Pannenberg's co-operation in allowing Grenz to compile a summary of
Pannenberg's Systematische Theologie, when the German version of the project was still underway and any
hope of an English translation was years off. With only the first of the three volumes published in German,
Grenz utilized material from Pannenberg's lectures in Munich to anticipate the thrust of the remaining two
volumes. ln the foreword to the book, Pannenberg notes that he thoughi the method ,.touched me as a
typically American desire to be always ahead of time" while he went on to confirm that n.concerning the
overall synthesis of my theology, it provides a correct picture." Grenz, Reasonfor Hope: The Systemalic
The o I o gt of I( o lJhar t P anne n b e rg, ix.
'o While Grenz views Pannenberg's theology as consistent with several of the main trajectories of Christian
theology, he maintains that Pannenberg moves beyond classical theology in his conviction that truth is not
found in the unchanging essences behind the flow of time, but that truth is "essentially historical and
ultimately eschatological." Grenz, "Wolflrardt Pannenberg: Reason, Hope and Transcendent e,,, 77.
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but does not share Pannenberg's enthusiasm for the scientific method and is deeply conscious of
its missiological limitations in trying to communicate with those shaped by a postmodern ethos.

In an article that largely defends Pannenberg's theological method, he describes as

"problematic... Pannenberg's apparent thorough-going rationalism and hard-nosed rejection of
any attempt to base theological conclusions on a faith decision that has not been through the fire

of rational reflection and challenged by alternative viewpoints."re Grenz however readily

acknowledges that this rationalism is linked to Pannenberg's understanding of himself as a

"theologian called to serve the church in the public marketplace of ideas."2o By contrast, Grenz

writes his theologr "for the community of God."2r This is a significant difference from

Pannenberg. Grenz notes that Pannenberg sees theologr as a public discipline and consciously

opts for this to combat what Pannenberg perceives to be the widespre ad pnvatization of religious

belief.22 An apologetic motivation thus undergirds Pannenberg's approach. The irony of an

evangelical theologian such as Grenz opting for an in-house approach to theolory while the

supposedly less evangelical Pannenberg opts for a more missional method, is apparent.23

Grenz has an irenic style of writing. While adopting fairly firm positions, he strives to be fair to
alternate approaches and has an eclectic orientation. Before reaching conclusions, he provides a

broad sweep of the range of alternatives. His evaluation of the stance of others is objective,

perceptive and charitable.

'o Ibid.: 86. Crenz is aware of another side to Pannenberg, and has written of his mentor,s first encounter
with Christ when, as a teenager walking through a wood, Pannenberg had an experience of feeling himself
flooded or elevated by a sea oflight. Grenz notes that "over the ensuing y"ars titir experience has become
the basis for Pannenberg's keen sense of calling." Grenz, "Wolfhardt Pannenberg: Reason, Hope and
Transcendence." 74.
to Grenz, "Wolflrardt Pannenberg: Reason, Hope and Transcendence,,' g6.
tt 

,Gre1z sees theology as "a second-order discipline pursued 'from within.' The enterprise is a critical,
reflective activity that presupposes the beliefs and practices ofthe Christi* .or.uoity." Stanley J. Grenz,
Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century (Downers Grove: Inter
Varsity Press, 1993), 75.
"' Grenz, Stanley J' Reasonfor Hope: The Systematic Theologt of l{ofhart Pannenberg.New york:
Oxford University Press, 1990, 8.
" It is not that Grenz does not wish to be missional, but that his strategy is different. Like Backus, Grenz
believes that a renewed church will impact the world. Thus e.g. Crenz, citing Edwards and Backus as
"surely correct" writes thar they "perceptively saw within the momentous changes transpiring in their day
the Holy Spirit at work bringing renewal to the church and the world. And theiwere 

"onvinc-"A 
that the

time had come for the church to awaken so that Christ's followers might fulfii their mission to the world."
Grenz, Renewing the center: Evangelical rheologt in a post-Theolo[tcal Era,23.
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3.2 TOWARDS REWSIONING EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY

Grenz' earlier work displays a broad and lively interest, partially shaped by issues arising from

his doctoral work, but lacking any uniffing theme.

His first book, based on his doctoral dissertation, is on the life and thought of Isaac Backus and its

implications for modern Baptist theolory.2a It was followed by a book about Baptist

congregational life,zs and then one on prayer.tu An exploration of the systematic theology of

Pannenberg followed,2T and then the first of severaljointly written works appeared, the initial one

exploring ministry to people with AIDS.2t After it came a book exploring different millennial

options facing evangelicals.2e

In his focus on the millennium debate, Grenz displays an inclusive disposition and urges that all

voices be heeded in the discussion, and that a missiological focus be retained, writing, "More

crucial than finding agreement about the details and chronology of the end time is the question of

how we as the church of Jesus Christ understand ourselves and our mission in the present age."30

He explores the worldview presupposed by each approach and the ethical implications that flow

from each. His ability to link theological and ethical reflection is representative of his ability to

adopt an integrated approach to theological reflection. He is able to commend postmillennialism

for an optimism that leads to engagement with the world; premillennialism and its innate

pessimism for reminding us that "Ultimately it is God, and not our feeble actions, who is the hope

of the world"3r and amillennialism for a realism that reminds us that the kingdom of God is a

transcendent reality not to be confused with any earthly kingdom attained prior to the final

transformation of creation. Grenz is thus able to sift out the ethical and practical implications of a

debate that could otherwise easily be dismissed as idle speculation. His ability to affirm positives

in positions he ultimately rejects reflects a generosity of spirit.

to Grenz, Isaac Backus, Purilan and Baptisl: His Place in History, IIis Thought and Their Implications for
Modern Baptist Theologt.
2s Grenz, The Baptist Congregation.
" Grenz, Prayer: The Cryfor the Kingdom. A revised edition was published posthumously. Stanley J.

9renz, Prayer: The Cryfor lhe Kingdom,Revised ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,2005).
''^Grenl Reasonfor Hope: The Systematic Theologt of WolJhart Pannenberg.
'o Hoffinan, a medical physician, is the author of part 1, which focuses on medical perspectives on AIDS,
and Grenz authors part 2, where the focus is on providing theological perspectives. Hoffman and Grenz.
" Grenz, The Millennial Maze: Sorting out Evangelical Options.
30 Stanley J. Grenz, "The Deeper Significance of the Millennium Debate," Southweslern Journal of
Theol ogt 36, no. 2 (1994): 20.

'' Ibid.
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It is hard to find clear connections between these early publications. Perhaps it is best to

understand them as the output of a young theologian with wide ranging interests, discovering that

he is able to write publishable material.32

1 993 saw the publication of one of his major works, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt.33 This has

proved to be Grenz' programmatic work. It outlines an agenda for evangelical theologr that gives

focus and direction to Grenz' writing. Because of its importance, I will explore it in detail.

Prior to this exploration, it is informative to examine an article by Grenz published in 1985

entitled "A Theology for the Future."34 It is here that Grenz first signals his intention to explore

the future focus of theolory. Though unlikely to be classified as one of Grenzo more important

articles, it provides an early baseline against which to assess his later work.

The early Grenz, like the later Grenz" is positive about the need to embrace change, urging, ..We

must not be among those who mortgage the coming future by clinging to the known past. Our

task is to understand the future and having done so to devise a strategy to meet its arrival."35 The

1985 Grenz then predicts six challenges likery to have worldwide impact:

| ) The increasing role of women in future society

2) The widening gap between rich and poor leading to an increase in the popularity of
Marxism and thus increasing the likelihood of international conflict

3) Technological and medical advances leading to a multiplication of the ethical options

facing humanity

4) Increased conflict between church and state leading to a reduction of religious liberry

5) Phenomenal population increases in poorer nations coupled with greed in richer nations

leading to strain being placed on the world's resources

6) The danger ofnuclear proliferation36

32 Perhaps it is also that Grenz toved to write. In personal discussion with colleagues of Grenz at Carey,
several commented to me that he prepared lectures in a format that would enabtJeasy publication
thereafter. Stafl (Vancouver: 2006).

:; ^Grenz, 
Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century.

'" stanley J. Grenz, "A Theology for the Future," Amerian Biptist euarteity 4, no. 3 (19's5).
" rbid.: 259.
3u lbid.: 260.
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While these predictions muster a pass mark for Grenz as a prophetn conspicuously absent from the

list is the prediction of the cultural shift from modernity to postmodemity. Indeed, the 1985 Grenz

still appears to be encapsulated in a modern mindset. Enthusing about a theologr for the future he

writes of a future transforming'omodel of reality" (singular) encompassing',scientific

breakthroughs," and argues, "This theolory cannot be merely a recounting of the doctrinal

orthodoxies of the past, couched in discarded cosmologies. Rather, it must include a model of
reality which can encompass future scientific breakthroughs.3T

Grenz then suggests six defining characteristics for a theolory for the future:

1) It "must first and foremost be bibltcal."38 Grenz at this point argues strongly that a

biblical theolory will be concerned with issues ofjustice and reconciliation. He writes

passionately,

No theolory, therefore, regardless of how many Bible verses it
quotes, can properly be called .biblical' which proclaims
fragmentation rather than reconciliation, which relegates any
segment of humanity to second-class status in the church. It is
tragic that Christian theolory continues to be used to support
discrimination and racism, sexism and patriarchy, practices
which will be challenged in increasing intensity in the future.3e

Later in the article he writes that a holistic theology for the future "speaks of a God who

sides with the oppressed and who grieves at the insensitivity of the rich."a0 In an earlier
article critiquing Jerry Falwell's "Listen Americ4"ar Grenz is scathing of Falwell's one

sided agenda.az According to Falwell the problems facing America are abortion,

homosexuality, pornography, humanism and the fractured family. Grenz writes,

Conspicuously absent from this list of our national sins are
referenoes to injustice to the poor, exploitation ofother countries,
support ofrepression by 'friendly' dictators, or any questionable
actions carried out in the name of national security or for the
purpose of maintaining the American way of life.a3

" rbid.: 261.
" rbid.: 262.
3n rbid.: 262-263.
oo Ibid.: 265.

i] l".ry Falwell, Listen America (New york: Doubleday-Galilee, l9g0).n' Grenz, "Listen America!: A Theological and Ethical Assessment.,,
o3 lbid.: l9l.
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The emphasis on biblical theolory protecting and championing the rights of the

disadvantaged is subdued in the older Grenz.

It will demand and foster change. This change will be at both an individual and societal

level.aa

It will be ecumenical. Grenz clarifies that by ecumenical he means a theolory.,which

represents the whole church.'/s In addition, he suggests that it will be "a theolory for the

whole world," and laments that "Human theologies easily become culture bound."a6 Two

aspects call for comment.

While the tone of the article suggests that it is aimed at readers from the evangelical

tradition, this is implicit rather than explicit. In this article Grenz seems unconcerned

about the identity of the evangelical movement or of its place within the theological

enterprise. This shifts in his later writing, though in his later work his self-conscious

identity as an evangelical again recedes into the background.aT

In addition, though brief, Grenz' comments on culture have a culture negating ring. He is

concerned that doing theologl from a "culture-bound" position will lead to a truncated

gospel or o'the false gospel of cultural imperialism, or even the ,civil religion' of
nationalism."48 The later Grenz is more optimistic about the place of culture in the

theological enterprise. In his 2001 work, co-authored with John Franke, Beyond

Foundationalism, Grenzcites culture as one of the three main sources for theology and is

happy to describe culture as theology's "embedding context."4e we explore Grenz'

attitude to culture in detail in chapter five, but at this stage it is enough to note his initial

o,o Grenz, "A Theotogy for the Future,,, 263.*'Ibid.
ou rbid.:264.
€ A-conscious o'evangelical" identity is not present in his final three books, Stanley J, Gren4 The Social
God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei,TheMatrix of Christian Theology
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), Grenz, Redistcovering the Triune God: The Trinity in
Crontemporary.The.ologt-, Grenz, The Nqmed God and the Question of Eeing: A Trinitarion Theo-Oitologt.*'Gren4 

"A Theology for the Future," 264.*' Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 130.

2)

3)
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wary approach to culture, a caution that is replaoed by a more selective appropriation of
culture in his later writing.5o

It will be holistic, capturing both mind and heart, and rising above the "old dualism of
matterlspirit, which elevates one aspect of existence at the expense of the other..."5l

It is in this section that we find the first hints of the theme of 'ocommunity" which unites

so much of Grenz' later writing. Though only present in embryo, it is suggestive of the

later developments. It comes across in statements such as, "reconciliation is horizontal as

well as vertical, dealing with the individual in community, as well as the individual

before God. To be a Christian, it suggests, means to be a Christian in relationship with
others."52

Pan of the holism Grenz espouses is that "wholistic theolory also deals with the earth. It
decries humanity's rape of creation..."53 This is a theme the older Grenz does not

devefop. Davis validly cites Grenz' Theologtfor the Community of God as an example

ofthe scant attention evangelical theologians pay to ecological concerns.to It is a criticism
Rees eclroes in his examination of Grenz' The Social God and the Relational Sefisr Rees

writes: "the inherently relational character of humans is limited to human relationships

only, without consideration of how profoundly our life and well-being is interdependent

with that of the rest of the cosmos."56 lf the older Grenz had heeded his younger voice,

perhaps this criticisrn could have been avoided.

It must be life affirming, avoiding legalism and affirming "our liberation from darkness

to a fullness of life which begins even now."57

s The pendulum swings to the point that Robertson accuses Grenz of "cultural pragmatism.,, Jay T.
Robertson, "Evangelicalism's Appropriation of Nonfoundational Epistemology as Reflected in tire
Theology_of Stanley J. Grenz" (PhD, Mid-America Baptist Theological Seminary, 2002),l7S.
"' Crenz, "A Theology for the Future," 265.tt lbid.
t'Ibid.:266.
5o John Jefferson Davis, "Ecological 'Blind Spots' in the Structure and Content of Recent Systematic
Theologies," Journal of the Evangelical Theological society 43, no.2 (2000): zg3-2g4." Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self A Trinitarian Theologt of rhe Imago Dei.s6 FrankRees, "Trinity and Church: Contributions from the Free Churcf,-Tradition,,, paciJiea 17, no. 3
(2004't:260.
s' Grenz, "A Theology for the Future," 266.
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6) It must be oriented to the future. He writes, "Futurist theologa... brings a vision of a

coming glorious kingdom, which vision ought to shape the present."58 Again we find

hints of the later Grenz who in Beyond Foundationair'sm describes eschatolory as

theolory's orienting motif and develops the importance of this theme in depth.se

While it would be unfair to expect Grenz to follow an agenda set in an eleven page article written

during his years as a budding but not yet noted theologian, "A Theology for the Future" gives a

basis from which to compare his later articulation of an agenda for theolory. His agenda was

much more clearly developed in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt and it is to this that we now

turn.

3.3 EXPLORING REWSIONING EVANGELICAL THE OLOGY

In the prefac e to Revisioning Evangelical Theolog,, Grenz attaches two labels to himself,

evangelical and Baptist, which raises the question of the relationship between the terms, a

question Grenz never really answers.u0 Grenz then outlines his agend4

As a committed Christian within the evangelical family, I am concerned for the
future of the gospel witness in a rapidly changing world. The intent of this
volume is to spark interest and discussion among thinkers who bear with me the
label 'evangelical' as to how we should rethink key aspects of our theological
agenda. Such rethinking - what I have called 'revisioning' - needs to articulate
the biblical, evangelical vision in a manner that both upholds the heritage we
embrace and speaks to the setting in which we seek to live as God's people and
share the good news of the salvation available in Jesus Christ our Lord.6r

Some aspects call for comment:

l) Grenz' concem is for the gospel witness in a rapidly changing world. It is the changing

context rather than a flawed belief system that occasions his writing. He never sees

himself as challenging orthodox Christian beliefs, simply as fleshing out their implication

for a changed setting.

2) The discussion is for those within the evangelical family. This seems limiting. Why

shouldn't those with a different theological persuasion be invited to participate?

tt lbid.
tn Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundqtionalism: Shaping Theologl in a Postmodern Contexl,239-273.
ou Crenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, ll.
u' Ibid.
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3) Theolory needs to "articulate the biblical, evangelical vision in a manner that both

upholds the heritage we embrace and speaks to the setting in which we seek to live." The

statement assumes a clear link between a biblical and an evangelical vision. It gives

priority to the evangelical interpretation of the biblical message while acknowledging the

need to look to tradition and context as key hermeneutical tools. This is thus an early

indicator of key aspects of his theological method.

In the introduction Grenz explores evangelicalism and the transition to postmodernity. Grenz sees

some positives in the move. He particularly welcomes the stress on holism and sees in it the

potential to move away from the "crass individualization of the gospel"62 and thus to invite "the

church to be the church."63 He is anxious that evangelicals think through the implications of the

shift, believing it calls for a new vision for evangelical theologl. He identifies seven areas in need

of revisioning, which are dealt with sequentially in the books seven chapters, namely,

l) Evangelical identity

2) Evangelical spirituality

3) The theological task

4) Sowces for theolory

5) Evangelical views of biblical authority

6) The integrative motif for theologr

7) Evangelical understandings ofthe church

There is little obvious overlap between this list and the six defining characteristics given in his

1985 article "A Theology for the Future."64 We can conclude that Grenz' views evolved

significantly in this 8 year period.

ln chapter I the quest for a revisioned evangelical identity begins. Grenz explores

evangelicalism's roots, and suggests three streams as specially formative, the first phase being

shaped by the Reformation, the second by Puritanism and Pietism, and the third, the post-

fundamentalist card-carrying evangelicalism that arose after the second world war, heralding in

neo-evangelicalism.

ut lbid., 15.
ut lbid., 16.
6a Discussed in 3.2.

59



Grenz is aware that discussions on the historic origins of evangelicalism often reflect partisan

interests. His concern is to ensure that the stream of pietism receives adequate attention.65 One of
his goals is to demonstrate the validity of Dayton's characterization of the ethos of evangelicalism

as being its "convertive piegl."66 Grenz stresses that though doctrine was important in the

development of evangelicalism, it was not the sole driver.67 Grenz believes that the ,.card

carrying" doctrine-believing trajectory of the post fundamentalist period represents but one

dimension of the broader evangelical movement.68 To revision evangelical theology he considers

it important to embrace the movement's broader history and argues strongly for the inclusion of
those branches with an ethos of "convertive piety."

Grenz then becomes controversial, giving primacy to experience over doctrinal formulation.6e He

argues that the evangelical ethos is more readily "sensed" than described theologically.?0 In doing

this, Grenz effectively opts for a sociological or psychological grouping rather than a doctrinal

one.tt As an alternative, he believes that evangelicalism's roots in Pietism serve as a key

characteristic. He thus departs from the post-fundamentalist stress on doctrine as the definer of
evangelical identity. For Grenz, it is not that scripture or doctrine are unimportant, but that

u5 It can be argued that Grenz' own bias is clear here. By insisting that Pietism and revivalism are a key part
of evangelicalism's story, he establishes a base from which to justi$ the experiential focus he attaches to
evangelical theology. Those who place greater emphasis on evangelicalism's links to the Reformed
movement are Iess convinced. ln addition, it should be noted that Grenz' summary of the third stage of the
movement, the post world war 2 neo evangelicalism, reflects a strong North American bias. Thus e.g. he
pays no attention to British evangelicals and the role played by thinkers such as C.S.Lewis and John Stott.
To be fair to Grenz, his goal is not to provide a comprehensive history of the evangelical movement. He is
far more thorough in his later work, Renewing the Center. Though beyond the scope of this research, a
study of the difference in ethos and emphasis between evangelical Anglicans (such as Stott and Lewis) and
evangelical Baptists, would be of interest. A helpful start is made in Mark A. Noll, Bebbington David W,
Rawlyk, George A., ed., Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in Norrh America,
the_British Isles, and Beyond, 1700-1990 (New york: oxford Univeisiry press. 1994).

il _Gren-z,nevisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,23.
"' Randall suggests that the overriding theme of evangelicalism "is a personal retationshii with Jesus" but
extends this by suggesting that it is "also a spirituality ofordinary people" which can be understood by
examining the sentiments expressed in the hymn, 'oWhat a Friend *e haue in Jesus." Ian Randall, What a
Friend We Have in Jesus: The Evangelical Tradition, ed. Philip Sheldrake, Traditions of Christian
Spirituality (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2005).

ll9l"."t f"^*ioning Evangelical Theologt: A FreshAgendafor the Twenry First Century,27." Ibid.. 30-31.

'o lbid.. 31.
tt 

One should not overlook how radical a departure this is. To suggest a revisioned theology on the basis of
something'osensedo' rather than described theologically, could easily be dismissed as *libJial', subjectivity.
Grenz does not deal with the complex issue of what to do when one o'senseso' a shared experience and
identity, and yet believes very differently. The subjective/ objective divide is probably not as easily side-
stepped as Grenz suggests. True, Grenz acknowledges the importance of doctrinal beliet but what does it
mean for experience to come first when there are significant doctrinal differences? Does the shared
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religious experience and encounter comes first. His first characteristic of a revisioned

evangelicalism is that its identity is tied to those able to claim a certain "experiential piety cradled

in a theology."72

In chapter two Grenz proposes a new understanding of what constitutes evangelical spirituality.

He argues that spirituality should be understood in terms of a balanced life, with an emphasis on

both individual and corporate elements of faith. This vision is based on his understanding of what

it means to participate in the life of the God who is triune. The chapter moves in a few directions.

Reacting against what he sees as evangelicalism's overemphasis on doctrinal orthodoxy in the

second half of the twentieth century, Grenz suggests that the early intent of Pietism was to reform

life, not doctrine.

Acknowledging that it would be presumptuous to imply that the quest for spirituality is only the

concem of the evangelical wing of the church, Grenz asks whether an evangelical spirituality is

different from any other version, and if so, what constitutes a genuinely evangelical spirituality.

At this point Grenz still thinks of evangelicalism as a "boundaried set," with marks that delineate

those who are in and those who are out. In later writings he suggests it is more helpful to think of

evangelicalism as a "centred" rather than a "boturdaried'nset, witl the centre being a conversion

narrative of encounter with Jesus.t' The trajectory can move in different directions from this

conunon centre.

Conscious of the many loopholes in individualistically oriented definitions of spirituality, he

broadens his approach and adds that evangelical spirituality involves holding in creative tension

the pull between the outward and the inward and the corporate and the individual dimensions of

holiness. It is interesting to compare the views Grenz is expressing about evangelical spirituality,

to views he had earlier expressed about Baptist spirituality. ln an article published in t 991 he

suggests that the distinguishing feature of Baptist spirituality is its "balance between the inward

experience override the differenceo or is there a point where the difference is so great that it negates the
experience?
7' Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty Firsl Century,35.
t3 Stanley J. Grenz, "Die Begrenae Gemeinschaft ("the Boundaried People") and the Character of
Evangelical Theology," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 45, no.2(2002). He borrows the
concepts of boundaried and centered sets from Paul Hiebert. Hiebert explores the meaning of Christian
conversion and uses set theory to outline a typology of different ways in which the term "Christian" can be
understood. Paul G. Hiebert, Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues (Grand Rapids: Baker,
t994).
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and the outward and between the individual and the corporate."74 It seems fair to ask if in Grenzn

mind Baptist spirituality and evangelical spirituality are essentially the same thing. lf so, is he

perhaps trying to revision evangelical theology into a Baptist mould?75

Grenz then spells out some of the ecclesiological implications of his position. He wants to ensure

continuity with evangelicalism's stress on individual salvation and personal piety, while also

developing a more rigorous ecclesiolory for the movement. At this stage Grenz seems to flounder

a little. He tries to reach an equilibrium,

Although primarily the task of the individual, spirituality is nevertheless a
corporate project. No one can hope to live the Christian life or grow in
Christlikeness in isolation; rather, each believer needs the resources ofthe group
in order to gain spiritual maturity.T6

Although affirming the importance of the corporate, Grenz is still defining it in terms of its

significance for the individual. Thus the purpose of the church seems to be to help individuals

gtow in their spiritual quest rather than being a sign and symbol to the world. Even while arguing

for a balance between inward and outward aspects, he seems to see spirituality as being primarily

an "inward" discipline. At best, the corporate aspect seems to be a second tier of concem, which

is a little surprising given Grenz' later articulation of a strong communitarian motif flowing from

his understanding of God as triune.

The thrust of Grenz' revisioned spirituality is a call to integrate the theological enterprise with the

spiritual quest. He maintains that, *All theological work must be directed toward the goal of

fostering the spirituality of the believing community and of those engaging in the theological

enterprise."TT Theological discourse thus becomes the preserve of the church, with theolory

arising out of the life of the believing community. While Grenz is quick to add that *A theolory

that arises out of discipleship does not dismiss questions of cognition and intellectual knowing,"78

one wonders if critical questions can freely be asked in an environment of prior commitments. If

'o Grenz, "Maintaining the Balanced Life: The Baptist Vision of Spirituality," 68.
7s A general observation on Grenz is that the early Grenz is very consciously a Baptist evangelical
theologian, in his middle stages, he is consciously an evangelical theologian and the later Grenz works on a
yet broader canvas, and is primarily a theologiarr. While he never renounces his Baptist and evangelical
roots, they feature less prominently in his later work.
'-u Grenzo Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty Firsl Century,53.
" Ibid., 58.
tt Ibid.
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the range ofacceptable answers is curtailed before questions have been asked how genuine is the

quest?

Chapter three calls for a revisioning of the theological task. Rather than being a systematic series

ofpropositions about doctrine, Grenz suggests that the theological task be seen as a discipline

serving the community of faith by helping it to reflect on its faith commitment and helping it to
understand its identity conferring narrative. This assists the community to live ethically in the

social-historical context in which it finds itself.

The domesticating of the theological task finds its critics. While not unsympathetic to the needs

of the church community, Kuitert's critique would be echoed by others.Te [n summary he argues

that:

l) As religion manifests itself beyond the boundaries of Christianity, theologians

cannot help but be involved in solving religious problems that all people have in

common.

2) While a theologian is a member of a group and even for the goup, slhe must

retain an independent posture in relation to the group or else become little more

than a group ideologist.

3) To the extent that a theologian makes a contribution from within the university,

s/he is obligated not just to the faith community but also to society as a whole. To

the extent that society needs religionto fare well, it needs non-partisan access to

religious faith.so

Tracy makes a similar point when he writes of the three publics of the theologian as being

society, the academy and the church.sr The debate is a valid one. Grenz' position is that the

theologian is a member of the faith community and primarily accountable to that community.

t'Grenz' 
own doctoral mentor, Wolffrart Pannenberg, has gone to great lengths to ensure that his theology

meets the academic criteria of the public market place. Grenz himself acknowledges that this helps explain
the rigorous rationalism that pervades Pannenberg's work. See e.g. Grenz' comments on pannenbirg's

Spproach in Grenz, "wolfhardt Pannenberg: Reason, Hope and rranicendence," g6.
to Ha.ry M. Kuitert, The Necessiry of Faiti or, without Faith You're as Good as Dead, trans.John K.
Tuinstra (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 197 6), 136-137 .
"' David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theologt and rhe Cuhure of pluralism (London:
scM, l98l),3-46.
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Grenz notes that in spite of the evangelical emphasis on spirituality, the theological task is usually

viewed in cognitive terms as an academic study of the revelation given in the Bible. He suggests

that influenced by the propositionalism of the "Princeton Theologians,'o evangelicals have often

elevated biblical summarization to being the central task of theolory.t2 The weakness in this

approach is that it "tends to promote a repetition of traditional formulations of biblical doctrine,

rather than appropriate recontextualizations ofthe doctrines in response to changing cultural and

historical considerations."t3

Grenz then begins his search for viable alternatives, finding hope in a narrative approach to

theolory.& He retums to what emerges as a theme. Theology, "while a critical, reflective activi!1,,

has a practical task to serye the faith community, and "presupposes the beliefs and practices of the

Christian community."8s Theolog, systematizes, explores and orders community symbols and

concepts into a unified whole, while avoiding the dangers of:

1) Substituting rheology for genuine faith.

2) Confusing a specific model of reality with reality itself.

3) Seeing the theological task as completed with the construction of a theological system.

He argues that the goal should be to articulate faith in such a way that the faith

community in the world is served. One way is to ensure that theology overflows into

ethics.E6

Cumulatively, Grenz' argument to this stage is that if evangelicalism's identity is linked to those

whose conversion narrative sees them adopt an experiential piety, the theological framework in

which that piety is best fostered will be developed by those who share a similar narrative and who

seek to guide those in the faith community by helping them to articulate the ethical and faith
implications of this narrative within their particular historical and cultural context.

As his portrait of a revisioned evangelicalism starts to take shape, Grenz' fourth chapter addresses

the need to rethink the sources for theologl. He argues that there are three main sources for

82 while Grenz' characterisation of the old Princeton theologians as being scholastic rationalists is not
uncommon, it is controversial. An example of an alternate readingof theircontribution is found in paul
Kjoss Helseth, "'Re-Imaging'the Princeton Mind: Postconsewative-Evangelicalism, Old princeton, and the
Rise of Neo-Fundamentalism," Journal of the Evangelical Theotogical Society 45, no. 3 (2002).t' Grent, Revisioning Evangelical Theoligt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,7l.to lbid.. 22.
tt ftia., zs.
*6 lbid., g4.
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theology: the biblical message, the heritage of the church and culture. The criteria for evaluating

any theolory will be the answer to the three fold question,

To what extent does this theolory afticulate the biblical k"ryg.a, reflect the faith
of the one people of God, and speak to the contemporary historical-situation in
which the faith community seeks to proclaim the good news and live as the
people of God?s7

Most of the chapter is an unpacking of the significance of the choice of each of these three

sources.

Grenz is aware that most evangelicals would cite scripture as the key source for theolory.
However, while Grenz is firm that he does not want to discount the importance of scriptureo he is

convinced that evangelicals need to look for a new understanding of Biblical authority. His
justification for scripture as a key theological source is pragmatic. If we are studying the Christian

faith community, the Bible is its book and shapes its tradition. Grenz feels that this provides

sufficient justification for its study. This line of reasoning provides an alternate to the usual

evangelical apologetic for the use of scripture, which typically embraces either a study of the

miraculous formation and preservation of the biblical canon, or provides an apologetic for the

logical necessity of divine revelation if one is to be able to speak of God in a meaningful manner.

Often both lines are adopted. Grenz' approach is thus both simpler and more difficult to flaw.

On the one hand this is highly satisfactory, but on the other it reduces the force of appeals to

scripture. If the Bible is simply the book of the church rather than a divinely inspired book,

appeals to its permanent authority become tentative. Following this line of logic, scripture is

primarily a part of the tradition of the church. It is a source for theolory because tradition is a

source for theological construction. If the faith community were to modifi its tradition and pay

attention to another text, there would be no compelling reason to continue to be guided by

scripture.ss It is therefore not surprising that Grenz' view ofscripture has been contested by

several evangelicals. While a full evaluation of Grenz' views is the topic of the next chapter,

D.A'Carson articulates the reservation of some evangelicals when he writes, "With the best will

tt lbid., lol.
88 In addition, if simply the book of the church, it may be authoritative for the faith community, but there is
no obvious reason why those outside that community should feel obligated to follow its ieaching. The
restriction of the sphere of the Bible's relevance to that of the faith community has significant missioiogical
implications and limitations. It is not clear that Grenz has thought these through. -
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in the world, I cannot see how Grenz' approach to Scripture can be called 'evangelical' in any

useful sense."8e

In justifying his selection of scripture, tradition and culture, Grenz is at times guilty of building

straw men, one to the right of his position, another to the left. Having built them he can claim to

occupy the middle ground. The problem is that his three sources have not necessarily exhausted

the range of possibilities. In addition, flaws in alternate positions reviewed do not prove the

strength of the position being proposed but simply establish that some alternate stances are

problematic. However, at this stage our primary concern is to be descriptive of Grenz' position.

Grenz believes that theological construction flows best out of the conversation between the

sources of scripture, tradition and culture. The question begging to be asked is what choices

should be made when sources seem to conflict. For much of the church's history, the biblical

kerygma has been at odds with contemporary culture. The role of culture as a source for theology

needs careful definition. True, Grenz does not say that the belief system of each cultural context

needs to be woven into the belief of the faith community. In the first instance the concern is that

the biblical kerygma is both explained and lived out in such a way that it is meaningful to each

cultural context. Part of the meaning will flow from living in the realm of contrast and providing

an alternate understanding of ethical living.

In chapter five Grenz proposes a revised understanding of biblical authority. He is concerned that

biblical authority is often understood in a static sense, and argues that it should be responsive to

the illumination of the Spirit, especially when illumination is communally mediated. His stress on

the link between the Spirit and the Bible finds some practical outworking. Grenz e.g. suggests

that in the writing of systematic theology, instead of bibliology being part of prolegomenon, it be

discussed under pneumatology as the book of the Spirit. He also suggests linking the themes of
Spirit, scripture, church and eschatolory more closely.s The structure of his text Theologtfor the

Community of God reflects these convictions.er This is a controversial chapter. Grenz elaborates

on his understanding of biblical authority in other works, most notably in Beyond

tt_O O. Carsonn The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts Pluralism(Grand Rapids: Zondewan, 1996),
481.
no Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, ll5.'' StanleyJ. Grenz" Theologtfor the Community of God(Nashville: Broadman and Holman, I994).
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Foundationalism.ez As I engage with reactions to Grenz' revised understanding of biblical
authority in chapter four, I will not elaborate on the reaction here.

Grenz begins chapter six by noting that most theologians have sought to order their thinking
around a key integrating motif. After surveying the theolory of the twentieth century he

concludes that the theme of the Kingdom of God was the most commonly chosen integrating

motif. However, he is not convinced that this motif is sufficiently content filled on its own, and

argues that by exchanging the image of the Kingdom of God for that of communiry, gtreater

direction is given. To the extent that all God's work in the world is directed toward creating

community, he suggests that this theme best serves as the integrating motif for theolory.e3 As

Grenz develops his understanding of both community and community as the integrative motif for
theolory more fully elsewhere,ea and as this is described and evaluated in chapter 6 of this

research, I will not elaborate further at this point.

In the closing chapter of Revisioning Evangelical Theologt, Grenz develops what he calls a

"process model" of the church to rectift evangelicalism's inadequate ecclesiology.tt The model

argues that the church must be shaped by what it is destined to become. This requires adopting

eschatology as an orienting motif for theology.

Grenz begins by painting a porffait of the troubled state of evangelical ecclesiolory. After briefly
surveying the ecclesiology of differing church traditions, Grenz concludes that while each has

strengths, none is adequate for a revisioned evangelical theolory. Building on his work in the

previous chapter, he suggests that the themes of the Kingdom of God and community need to be

added to build a more substantial understanding of the church. He introduces a tentative

eschatological motif, one he develops more fully in later writings, suggesting "The link of the

nt Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context." For a negative reaction to Grenz' proposal, see Russell D. Moore, "Leftward to Scofield: The Eclipse of
the Kingdom in Post-Conservative Evangelical Theology," Journal of the Evangetical Theological iociety
47,no.3 (2004).
eo Most notably in Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a postmodern
Context. Also see Stanley J. Gren4 "'Community' as a Theotogical Motif for the Western Church in an Era
of Globalization," Crux 28, no. 3 (1992), stanley J. Grenz, ',The community of God: A vision of the
Church in the Postmodern Age," Crux28,no.2(1992),Grenz,Theologtfoi the Community of God, Grenz,
Createdfor Community: Connecling Christian Belief with Christian Living, Grenz" Renew-ing the Center:
Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era, Grenz, The Social Cod and the Relational-Self A
Trinitqrian Theologt of the Imago Dei.
"' Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Cenrury, lB3.
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church to the reign of God means that ecclesiolog has an unavoidable future reference. And this

eschatological orientation ought to shape our understanding ofthe doctrine ofthe church."%

He springboards from this insight to suggest an eschatological process model for the church.

Preferring this model to more static ones, he argues that,

The eschatological-process alternative, in contrast, asserts that the church is
constituted by its destiny as the company of the kingdom. The mission of the
church, therefore, is not limited to bringing the elect into the fold. Rather, it
includes the task of actualizing in the present - modeling for the world to see and
as a sign of the eschatological reality - the glorious fellowship that will come
into fullness at the consummation of historv.eT

In short, theno the church does not draw her identity from her current practice, but from her future.

Grenz then links this to his proposed integrating motif for theologr, community. Simply looking

to eschatology does not answer the question of the nature of the eschatological reality the church

is trying to model. Grenz suggests that a revisioned eschatolory must therefore add the motif of
community, for,'oThe church is the community of love, called to reflect the nature of triune

God.'oe8 He later expands,

Love is a relational term, requiring both subject and object... were God a
solitary acting subject, God would require the world as the object of his love, in
order to be the Loving One. But the doctrine of the Trinity asserts that throughout
eternity God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The divine reality encompasses a
multiplicity within the Godhead.e

Grenz thus moves into the community motif flowing from the triune God,

God's soteriological purposes are to bring glory to his own triune nature by
establishing a reconciled creation in which humans reflect in relation to each
other and to nature the reality of the Creator. As we exist in love, we reflect what
God is like.roo

Revisioning Evangelical Theologt introduces all the elements of what becomes Grenz,

fully developed theological model. Although not all are expanded upon, all are present.

The three sources for a revisioned evangelical theolory are to be scripture, tradition and

e6 lbid.
nt lbid.
nt Ibid., l g4.
tt lbid., 186.
roo lbid.
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culture. Community is to be the integrating motif. The motifs of eschatolory and Trinity

are starting to emerge. The active role to be played by the Spirit has also been indicated.

Significant attention has been given to fully summarizing Revisioning Evangelical Theologt as

much of the remainder of Grenz' theolory and theological method is shaped by the concems

articulated in this work. It provides the agenda for his theological writing, and it is the outworking

of this agenda that we now explore as we examine his post Revisioning Evangelical Theologt

writing.

3.4 TOWARDS THEOLOGY FOR THE COMMANITY OF GOD

ln I 994, a year after the appe.rance of Revisioning Evangelical Theologt, Grenz' systematic

theolory, Theologtfor the Community of God, was published.r0rlt allowed him to implement

some of the proposals made in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt.ln particular, it allowed him to

develop the theme of community, and more specifically the eschatological community, as the

integrating motif for theology.

Prior to the publication of Revisioning Evangelical Theologt Grenz heralded his conviction that

the theme of community needs to be central in the theological enterprise, particularty if theolory

is to be relevant to the postmodern era. This view is a refrain in his writing, and finds early

expression in three articles published in fairly quick succession. The first "The Community of
God: A Vision of the Church in the Postmodern Age," was followed shortly afterwards by

"'Community' as a Theological Motif for the Western Church in an Era of Globalization,'o and

then by "Salvation and God's Program in Establishing Community.,,t02

Citing an indebtedness to the work of early twentieth century thinkers Josiah Royce (1855-1916),

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and George Herbert Mead (1863-1931), Grenz suggests that

advocates of communalism dispel the myth of the unencumbered self and argue that our deepest

beliefs and values are mediated to us through tradition and the community in which we are

tot Grenz had originally planned to write a one volume systematic theology first, but was persuaded by IVp
to precede it by a text exploring an agenda for the future of evangelical theology. Ibid., 11.
'" Grenz, "'Community'as a Theological Motif for the Western Church in an Era of Globalization.", Grenz,
"The Community of God; A Vision of the Church in the Postmodern Age.", Stanley J. Grenz, "salvation
and God's Program in Establishing community," Review and hpositor 91, no. 4 (lgg4).
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Iocated. In "The Community of God: A Vision of the Church in the Postmodern Age" Grenz

writes,

Our identity develops as we find a story or narrative in terms of which our lives
make sense. This personal narrative, however, is always embedded in the story of
the communities in which we participate, and from this larger story we derive our
understandings of virtue, common good, and ultimate meaning.t03

He suggests that the church be viewed as the identity-conferring community for Christians who,

because of their participation in the life of the church, are imbued with a..special

consciousness.''r04 For the church to be the identity-conferring community it is called to be, Grenz

argues that an appropriate vision ofand for the church needs to be upheld. Key ingredients are

that the church is a covenant community,r05 a kingdom community,tou and the community of God.

This community is shaped by its eschatological hope. The hope of a new heaven and earth and the

picture of a new order for society thus shapes the thinking and life of the church.

Although his article "'Community' as a Theological Motif for the Western Church in an Era of
Globalization" largely reworks the material on the kingdom of God found in Revisioning

Evangelical Theologt, it is of interest in that it reflects Grenz' growing use of the insights of the

social sciences.loT

3.5 THEOLOGY FOR THE COMMUNITY OF GOD

It was perhaps fortuitous that Theologtfor the Community of God was first published in the same

year as Wayne Grudem's Systematic Theologt: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine.t0s Grudem's

work is an example of the propositional approach to theology that Grenz wishes to move beyond

and Grenz' "revisioned" approach is highlighted when compared to Grudem. The ..anti-liberalism

'o' Grenz, "'Community'as a Theological Motif for the Western Church in an Era of Globalization,', 20.
'"" Grenz, "The Community of God: A vision of the church in the postmodern Age," 21.
'0s Grenz is unapologetic for advocating a congregationalisVbaptist understanding ofthe church. .,The
church, we declare, is essentially people standing in voluntary iovenant with God and consequently with
each other." Ibid.: 20.

'ou Grenz is keen that the concept ofthe church and the kingdom ofGod, though not viewed as
synonymous, also not be severed: "Yet, we dare neither equate nor separate the church and the kingdom.
lnstead the church is the producl ofthe kingdom; it is produced by thi obedient response to the
announcement of the reign of God." Ibid.: 24.
'0? Grenz' use of the inJights of the social sciences is of interest, as much for the insights he chooses to
reject as for those he adopts. We will explore this when we evaluate his work on human sexuality, and
pjrticularly his views on homosexuality, in chapter 7.

l',",Wuvn" Grudem, Systemalic Theologt: An Inlroduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1994).
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apologetic" that oflen characterizes the tone of many evangelical offerings, is absent in Grenz.

His work shows significant engagement with the social-historical context.loe Most notable is that

the work is theme driven. Grenz very consistently makes use of his integrating theme of
"community" to draw and hold the work toeether.

ln his introduction Grenz provides a rationale for his use of community as an integrative theme.

The following quote is representative,

'Community' is important as an integrative motif for theolory not only because it
fits with contemporary thinking, but far more importantly because it is central to
the message of the Bible. From the narratives of the primordial garden which
open the curtain on the biblical story to the vision of the white robed multitudes
inhabiting the new earth with which it concludes, the drama of the Scriptures
speaks of community. Taken as a whole the Bible asserts that God's program is
directed to the bringing into being of community in the highest sense - i
reconciled peopl?; living within a renewed creation, and enjoying the presence of
their Redeemer."u

The work starts fairly traditionally with an examination of the questions of God's existence, and

which God to believe in. What is a little surprising (from an evangelical perspective) is the delay

in discussing the doctrine of scripture, which does not appear until chapter l4 in the section on

pneumatology.tt'It is more common for evangelical theologians to establish a link between

revelation (primarily in scripture) and the possibility of the theological enterprise, early in their
work.

After the introduction, Grenz divides his work into six main parts, each with four chapters of
comparable length:

l) Theology

2) Anthropology

3) Christolory

4) Pneumatology

5) Ecclesiolory

6) Eschatology

'fn flis is in fairly stark contrast to Grudem who, as his title suggests, is adamant that the role of systematic
theology is to outline biblical doctrine. For Grudem this is at the expense of any serious engagement with
the social context.

"o Grenr, Theologtfor the Community of God,30,
"' Ibid.. 494.
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Having affirmed that God is triune in chapter two, Grenz capitalizes on the insight. If God exists

in a triune communigr, community characterizes and symbolizes the nature and agenda of God.

Grenz treats the topics of the remaining 5 parts of the boolq (anthropologr, Christologr,

pneumatology, ecclesiolory and eschatology) in the light of God's agenda to create community.

This is consistent with the basic thesis of the book that community is God's purpose for creation.

Grenzo indebtedness to Pannenberg is apparent in the book. A repeated refrain is that the

eschatological reality of the community of God shapes its awareness and practice in the present. It
is the fufure rather than the past that serves as our reference point. Thus even in his discussion on

the creation he is quick to point to the importance of the eschaton, writing, "we must give

primacy to the future eschatonn and not the primordial past, as the ultimate point of creation.,,r12

Clearly it is not possible to provide a comprehensive summary of a work running to almost 900

pages, but I have highlighted some features that are relevant for this research.

By discussing the doctrine of scripture within the theme of pneumatolory, Grenz is giving

expression to the conviction he expresses in Revisioning Evangelical Theologtthat the Bible

should be seen as the Spirit's book. In this way he provides scope for an emphasis not only on the

inspiration of the Bible, but also on its illumination by the Spirit. This allows for greater

interaction with the historical-cultural context in which the church finds itself.r13

Also of interest is Grenz' treatment of the question of the imago Dei. This is an area of special

focus in Grenz' later writing.tro Following Pannenberg, Grenz initially approaches the question

from an anthropological perspective under the theme of humanity's "openness to the world."tts

Later in the work he discusses a dynamic understanding of the image of God whereby, ..The

image of God is a reality toward which we are moving. It is what we are enroute to becoming.,'r16

He then spells out the link to eschatolory:

The divine image is the goal or destiny that God intends for his creatures. Hence
it is a future reality that is present now only as a foretaste, or only in the form of
our human potential. Consequently, the focus of the idea is neither anthropology

r'? Ibid., 146.
r'' Ibid., 5lo.
tro ft is dealt with very fully in what is arguably Grenz' most scholarly work, The Social God and rhe
Re,lational SeA.prenl, The Social God and the Relational Self A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei.
'.'.",Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God, 169.t" lbid.-224.
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nor christolory, but eschatology. The im.age of God will one day be borne by
resurrected humans in the new creation. "'

In his theological construction he is thus using eschatolory as his orienting motif, which is

consistent with his methodological proposal in Beyond Foundationalism.tts

Perhaps more significant than the content of each topic is the book's methodology. Grenz'

consistent use of the integrating theme of community and the orienting motif of eschatologr, as

well as his willingness to interact with scripture, the heritage of the church and contemporary

culture in reaching conclusions, reflects an effort to implement the agenda he set in Revisioning

Evangelical Theolog.

3.6 GRENZ AND EGALIATARIAN VERSUS COMPLIMENTARIAAT VIEWS ON THE
ROLE OF WOMEN

Grenz actively participated in the debate amongst evangelicals on the role of women, particularly

as it relates to women in ministry. His desire to write a book on the topic was birthed almost a

decade before he was able to do so, and flowed from noting the emotional debate over the

ordination of women in his denomination and his concern over "the negative effect much of the

rhetoric was having on the lives of many students."rle He acknowledges that having a wife
actively involved in ministry also impacted his thinking.r20

In 1995 l{omen in the Church: A Biblical Theologt of Women in Ministry was published. Written
together with Denise Kjesbo, a faculty member of the North American Baptist Seminary, and a

former teaching assistant of Grenz', the book adopts an egalitarian stance on the question of the

role of women in the life of the church.12r Though the tone of the book is essentially peaceable

and non-combative,r22 it is critical of the complementarian position. A paragraph toward the end

of the book best summarizes its position,

Egalitarians want the church to avail itself of the particular contributions of men
and women in every aspect of life. The egalitarian case is not built on the myth of

"t lbid.

"t Gtenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,239-273.
"n Gren" and Kjesbo, Women in the Church: A BiblicalTheologt o/Women in Ministry,g.
'to [bid.
12r For example, "We are committed to this egalitarian position." Ibid., l g.
'" A not insignificant achievement given the emotive nature of the debate in the North American conrext.
In chapter two I discuss the conflict amongst Southern Baptists over this issue.
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andros/ny, the claim that men and women are essentially the same. Rather, t}te
differences between the sexes demand the inclusion of both in leadership.
Because men and women view the world in_different ways, the church leadership
team is enhanced by the presence ofboth.r23

Following a fairly typical Grenz pattern, Grenz published a major journal article on the topic at

much the same time as the book was published entitled "Anticipating God's New Community:

Theological Foundations for Women in Ministry." In it Grenz suggests that evangelicals can be

divided into two camps, complementarians and egalitarians.r2a Grenzattempts to break the

impasse by an appeal to theological concepts rather than a debate over the meaning of individual

controversial Bible texts, but in the end he probably achieves little more than speaking words of
encouragement to the egalitarian camp. However, from the perspective of theological method

(our area of interest) what is noteworthy is that Grenz consistently uses two of his key theological

categories to justiff his conclusion.

The first is the appeal to the eschatological future and the way it should shape present practice.r2s

Predictably, the other is that of community and relationship, both of which flow from the nature

of the triune God. Arguing against the authoritarian assumptions he believes to be present in the

complementarian position, Grenz concludes:

We do the entire people of God a disservice if we merely give women access to
the power structures of the Church while maintaining un-Biblical hierarchical
organizational pattems. Instead, evangelical theological convictions call us to
move to a style of church leadership tha! because it focuses on a shared
ministry, more closely mirrors the relational nature of the triune God, more
adequately reflects God's intention in creation, and hence more effectively serves
the whole people of God in their task of embodying in their institutional life the
Biblical vision of God's new cornmunitv.tzu

In addition, while not as openly stated, the changed cultural context seems to inform Grenz'

thinking. This is consistent with his methodological proposal that culture serve as a source for
theologr.r2T For example, while noting that complementarians argue that the push toward the

ordination of women reflects the "dangerous inroads of contemporary culture into the church,"

Grenz suggests that egalitarians (with whom he identifies) believe that this push "represents the

',"^Ctenzand Kjesbo, Women in rhe Church: A Biblicat Theologt of Women in Ministry, Z3O.

i". 9T-nt, 'Anticipating God's New Community: Theological Foundations for Women in Ministry,', 595.
'" Ibid.: 602.

'tu lbid.: 6l l.
'2' Grenz and Franke, Beyand Foundalionalism: Shaping Theotogt in a Postmodern Context,l30-166.
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work of the Spirit."rzE This is consistent with his view that the Spirit sometimes appropriates the

voice of culture to speak to the church.lze

Though Grenz primarily focuses on the question of women in ministry, his concern is broader,

and he also comments on gender roles in the family.l3o At the fourth annual Kuyper lectures on

Women and the Future of the Family, Grenz, in disagreeing with Fox4enovese, claimed, *I think
that the feminist revolution, despite the negative results some of its excesses have produced, has

been generally positive."13r In rejecting the stereorypical "male-as-leader female-as follower',

model, Grenz cautions against elevating certain gender roles to normative status. 132

While none of this is particularly startling, it does help position Grenz in a debate that has been

divisive amongst evangelicals.t" It also suggests that in this debate, his methodological proposal

guides him towards a progressive conclusion.

3.7 A PRIMER ON POSTMODERNISM

Grenz' A Primer on Postmodernism, has proved to be one of his most popular works."o lntended

as a "Primer" on the topic, it serves its purpose well.

Grenz claims that his interest in postmodernism was sparked after an invitation to participate in a
think tank on ministry to 'baby busters' that took place in Charlotte, North Carolin4 from ZG.Zr
October 1993.135 A paper presented to the Southeastern Regional meeting of the ETS at the

campus of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in March 1994 provides the basis for the

'" Grenz and Kjesbo, Lllomen in the Church: A Biblical Theologt of llomen in Ministry,33-34.'" Stanley J. Grenz, "Culture and Spirit: The Role of Cultural Context in Theological Reflection,,' Asbury
Theological Journal 55, no. 2 (2000).
"u See also Stanley J. Grenz, "Theological Foundations for Male-Female Relationships,', Journat of the
Euangelical Theological Society 4t,no. 4 (1998).
''' Stanley J. Grenz, "Post-Feminism and a New Gender Covenant," in l{omen and the Fulure of the
lqmily, ed. James w. Skillen and Michelle N. voll (Grand Rapids: Baker,2000), 51.r'2 lbid., 53.

't' Robert Johnston's book Evangelicals at an Impasse provides a helpful summary of the debate amongst
evangelicals. Its publication date (1979) underlines how long this has-been a source ofcontroversy amongsr
evangelicals' Robert K. Johnston, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Bibticat Aurhority in Practice(Atlantal John
Knox Press, 1979).
r3a stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996).t" Ibid.- i*.
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book's first chapter.r" Grenz had previously raised questions about the implications of
postmodernism for the future of theolory, but claims that it was after these two events that "l
proceeded to immerse myself in postmodernism."r3T Grenz' conviction that an understanding and

interaction with the postmodern context is crucial for meaningful theological engagement in the

Western world is therefore relatively recent, though it is consistent with his conviction that

culture should serve as a source for theologl and function as theology's embedding context.

Because the work is intentionally popularist, it covers well-traveled territory, and it is
unnecessary to detail the contents here. What is more important is to understand Grenz'

motivation in writing the book and the issues Grenz signals to be of particular concern. Grenz is

concerned that "Evangelicalism shares close ties with modernity" and might therefore stake its

future on a deficient and dated paradigm.r3s He suggests that in responding to postmodernism

there will be areas where evangelicals will need to stand their ground, and others where

postmodern thought can be welcomed.

Of concem to Grenz is the postrnodern rejection of the metanarrative. Grenz notes,

The abandonment of belief in universal truth entails the loss of any final criterion
by which to evaluate the various interpretations of reality that compete in the
contemporary intellectual realm. In this situation, all human interpretations -
including the Christian worldview - are equally valid because all are equally
invalid.r5e

ln rejecting this stance, Grenz argues that the Christ event provides the criterion against which all

other competing ideologies can be tested. He urges that, "...we simply cannot allow Christianity

to be relegated to the status of one more faith among others. The gospel is inherently an

expansive missionary message."l4o

Grenz is quick to balance negative critique with affirmation, and suggests that evangelicalism can

learn from the postmodern rejection of modernity's assumption that knowledge is certain,

objective and good. He suggests that as the capacity of the human mind is tainted by the fall,

''u It was first published as Stanley J. Grenz, "Star Trek and the Next Generation: Postmodernism and the
Future ofEvangelical Theology," Crux 30, no. I ( I 994). It reappeared in Stanley J. Grenz, ',Star Trek and
the Next Generation: Postmodemism and the Future of Evangilical Theology," 1n The Challenge of
Postmodernism: An Evangelical Engagement, ed. David S. Dockery (Wheaton: Bridgepoint, 1995).
"' Grenz,A Primer on Postmodernism-x.ttt lbid., l6l.
'" Ibid., 163-164.
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Christians should take a distrustful stance toward human reason. He writes, "...the human

problem is a matter not merely of ignorance but of misdirected will."ral

Grenz concludes that a postmodern articulation of the Christian gospel would be post-

individualistic, post-rationalistic, post-dualistic and post-noeticentric.ra2 In other words, a

revisioned evangelical theology suitable for the postmodern situation would stress the communal,

value the experiential, embrace a "biblical holismn"ta3 and "declare that the purpose of correct

doctrine is to serve the attainment of wisdom."rs Community, experience, holism and wisdom

thus become values that can be stressed and embraced in a revisioned version of evangelical

theolory.

3.8 THE MORAL QUEST

Grenz is both an ethicist and a theologian. Many of his articles deal with ethical issues, and

presuppose an appropriate method in arriving at their conclusions,but The Moral Quest is Grenz'

attempt to articulate his ethical method more clearly.

Grenz' The Moral Quest, as its subtitle suggests, provides "foundations of Christian ethics."ras

After a general introduction to the ethical taslg Grenz embarks on a survey of ethical thought,

starting with the Greek ethical tradition, and then moving to ethics from a biblical perspective. In

this section Grenz is keen to show o'how the lines of the Bible's ethical teachings converge in

Christ."ltr

He suggests that the main theme in the Old Testament is that of God in covenant, with supporting

themes of sin and social solidarity climaxing in an eschatological anticipation that reassures that

even if God does not act against the wicked in the presen! he will act on behalf of his covenant

people at the end ofthe age.

too Ibid., I65.
r4r Ibid., 166-167.
to2 Ibid,., 167.
r43 lbid., l7l.
'no rbid.,172.
ra5 Stanley J. Grenz, The Moral Quesl: Foundations of Christian Ethics (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity
Press,1997).

'ou tbid., 92.
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Moving to the New Testament, Grenz affirms that the life, death, resunection and exaltation of
Jesus lies at the center of the Bible, and inaugurates an ethic for the Christian community rooted

in their being the family of God and aftempting to imitate Christ. Christlikeness thus becornes the

goal of the moral life.ra' Gren tracks the Pauline development of this theme where salvation

forms the basis of the moral life, the ethical imperative being made possible through the

indwelling Spirit of Christ, who is also the guarantee of the eschatological future. He suggests

that, ". '.we might capsulize the ethic of Paul - as well as of the New Testament as a whole - in
the phrase 'By the power of the indwelling Spirit, be (that is, become) who you *".,rrr48

Grenz then embarks upon a survey of Christian ethical proposals, both from the past (giving fair
coverage to Augustine, Aquinas and Luther, and a smaller spot to Calvin) before starting a new

chapter on contemporary Christian proposals in which he surveys developments in ethical thought

in the twentieth centurv.

In many ways The Moral Quest follows a typical Grenz pattern. Up until this point he has largely

written in survey mode, sweeping through and summarizing Greek and biblical perspectives

before adding an overview of church history and finishing with the contemporary context. Of the

book's 302 pages (excluding endnotes) the first 203 are written in this style. While Grenz is not

absent from the review, he is trying to be fair to the material he is presenting. In the concluding

third of the book (chapter 6 onwards) Grenz embarks on the constructive process, more actively

working toward his own ethical model, drawing support from the historical and biblical review

provided. Any survey has to be selective, and not too surprisingly Grenz has reported in a way

that will be supportive of his model and conclusions. He consistently applies his theological

method by using his trio of theological sources, scripture, tradition and the contemporary context.

It is the contemporary context that seems to be the main driver as Grenz develops his ethical

model in the remainder of the book. It is a model that springs from his trinitarian, communitarian

and eschatological vision.

Grenz suggests that "the gteat methodological innovation of postmodern ethics" is its communal

vision and concurs that our understanding of virtue and goodness flows from the community in

'47 [bid., l05-117.

''8 tbid., l2g.
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which we are nurtured.rae The implication is that, "Foundational to our understanding of the

ethical life is the realization that as Christians we constitute a particular community. We are a

people that gather around our common confession that Jesus is the christ."l5o

The Christian vision that results from the biblical narrative includes viewing God as a social

Trinity and humanity beingimago Dei. These images provide the transcendent reference for the

ethical ideal of life in community. The motivation for living according to this ideal flows in part

from the eschatological awareness that, o'God's telos is nothing less than gathering a reconciled

people, nurtured in a renewed creation and enjoying fellowship with the eternal God (Rev 2l: l-
5;."r5t He suggests that this vision provides the basis for a Christian ethic in the postmodern

context. The finer detail is not relevant to this survey of Grenz' writing, but is summarized well

by him toward the end of the book,

The ethical mandate of the church, therefore, is to reflect as far as possible in the
midst of the brokenness of the present that eschatological ideal community of
Iove which models itself after tJre community of the triune God. This occurs as all
our relationships embody the comprehensive reality of love revealed in the
biblical narrative of God in Christ effecting the reconciliation of the world.r52

While this falls short of providing explicit guidelines of what to do in particular situations, it
provides the major motifs for Grenz' moral vision. The vagueness is both a strength and

weakness' Grenz' success in applying these motifs when discussing specific ethical dilemmas will
be evaluated in chapter 7 ofthis research.

3.9 SEXUAL ETHICS AND TI/ELCOMING BI]T NOT AFFIRMING

Grenz had a special interest in sexual ethics. In 1997 Westminster John Knox Press republished

Grenz' 1990 work, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective.tt3In the preface Grenz notes with

satisfaction that:

With the exception of slight editing of the text, the present book is identical to the
original 1990 edition. The desire of Westminster John Knox Press to keep the
work substantially in its original form is for me a gratifying indication ofthe
continuing value ofthe positions I sought to articulate seven years ago.rto

ton Ibid., 230-231.
tto lbid., 231.

'tr Ibid., 23g.

'tt tbid.,296.
r53 Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical perspective.
t54 tbid.. vii.
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In itself the sentiment may seem insignificant, but it must be kept in mind that Grenz argues that a

key source for theologr is culture, which in chapter 5 of Beyond Foundationalism he describes as

its "embedding context."rss Given the dramatic shift in cultural attitudes toward human sexuality

in recent years, it seems fair to ask if someone seriously looking to culture as an embedding

context for theology would be so sure that no changes were needed after a seven-year period.

A more critical test comes in Grenz' Welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to

Homosexuality."u The question of an appropriate response to both a homosexual orientation and

to homosexual behavior (many commentatorso Grenz included, agree that one must distinguish

between the two) is proving to be both emotional and divisive within the Christian community. In

Welcoming but Not Affirming Grenz tries to respond in an irenic manner, while at the same time

providing a scholarly defense of what he believes to be the traditional Christian viewpoint on

homosexuality. As Welcoming but Not Affirming serves as the test case of the implementation of
Grenz' method, it is discussed fully in chapter 7 of this research, and I will not explore it further

here.

3.IO RENEWING THE CENTER

Awarded the Christianity Today 2001 award as the best theology/ethics book in the year

reviewed,lsT Renewing the Center is a reflection, as it sub title claims, on "evangelical theolory in
a post-theological era."rs8 Grenz argues that the emerging task of evangelical theolory is to come

to grips with the postmodern condition, which will involve responding to a "call for a chastened

rationality" and a'transition from realism to social construction and from the metanarrative to
local stories."l5e

Renewing the Center pulls together much of Grenz' previous work, and at times expands upon

previous themes. The opening 183 pages review the history of evangelicalism and some of the

key questions it faces. Grenz goes into more detail than in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt,but
the agenda is essentially the same. Of special interest is Grenz' selection of two representative but

"t Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundarionalism: Shaping Theolog,t in a Postmodern Context, I30.
ill gf"a Lltelcoming but Not ffirming: An Evangeiici Rerpori" to Homosexuatity.
','.' Christianity Today, April 2001.
j.^ Grenz, Renewing the center: Evangelical Theologt in a post-Theological Era.
'" Ibid.. lg.
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conffasting theologians from each of what Grenz considers the three main eras of evangelicalism

in the twentieth century. For the 1940's to 1970's he selects Carl F.H Henry as his more

conservative theologian, and Bernard Ramm as representing the more progressive wing. For the

second generation he chooses Millard Erickson and Clark Pinnock as representing the

conservative and left wing respectively. For the contemporary setting, his selection as a

conservative representative is Wayne Grudem and to represent the left wing of evangelicalism,

John Sanders.tuo The North American bias in these selections is apparent.16l

Rather than the detail of these theologians' thought, what is of interest from the perspective of
this research is Grenz' approach. "Evangelical" is a contested category. There are those who

would dispute the inclusion of theologians such as Ramm, Pinnock and Sanders within the

evangelical camp.tu'By contrast, few would argue that Henry, Erickson and Grudem are

evangelicals. Grenz quite intentionally draws on a wide canvas, being firmly insistent that the

Ramms, Pinnocks and Sanders in the theological world should not marginalized but be readily

identified as evangelical theologians. Not all are convinced. Erickson cites Ramm, Pinnock,

Sanders (and Grenz) as representatives ofthe "evangelical left." Though Erickson concedes that

they are evangelicals, in the final paragraph ofhis book he cautions,

Surely there must come a point where a line has been crossed, and at least a
hybrid must be present. It does not yet appear that these theologians have moved
so far as to surrender-the right to be called evangelicals, but such movement
cannot be unlimited.t63

Having established the existence of a wide range within evangelical though! and argued that

evangelical theolory is in a transitional phase, Grenzmoves to address areas of particular concern

for evangelical theology in a post-theological era. He hopes that his proposals will lead to the

renewal of evangelical theology. In chapter six he looks at the question of theological method

after foundationalism, a question he and Franke explore more fully in Beyond

'uo lbid., g5-162.

'u' Crenz briefly discusses the work of Dave Tomlinson as representing a "post-evangelical" thinker.
Though claiming that Tomlinson writes "ffom a British perspective" he acknowledges that his work'.has
direct application to the North American conteric as well." Ibid., 166. See also Dave Tomlin son, The posl-
Euangelical (London: Triangle, I 995).
tu' 

See e.g. the discussion on the heresy charges faced by Pinnock and Sanders in chapter 2.3.2 ofthis
research.

'u'Milfard J. Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theologt(Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1997), 147.
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Foundationalism.t6a Chapter 7 sees him address the question of the relationship between theolory

and science after the death of realism,r65 while chapter 8 sees him expand on some of the thoughts

he had earlier developed in his article "Toward an Evangelical Theologl of Religions."r66 As he

draws the book to a close his focus tums to evangelical ecclesiolory, an area he argues is in need

of renewal.

The books closing chapter suggests that, '0...what the present situation demands, and in a sense

evokesn is the renewal of a ogenerous orthodoxy' that is as 'orthodox' as it is 'generous."'167

Grenz believes that renewal in ecclesiastical life needs to be preceded by a renewal of the

theological center of evangelicalism, a renewal that is more about a restoration of a generous

theological spirit to the church, than a revision of particular doctrines.r6s

From the perspective of this research, fio key issues raised in Renewing the Center are:

l) Grenz' portrayal of neo evangelical history as inclusive of both Arminian and Barthian

streams of thought, as well as of the more propositional approaches associated with

theologians such as Henry, Erickson and Grudem. In his revisioned theology, Grenz

works with those others would classify as being on the edges of evangelical theolory. To

be successful in his bid to revision evangelical theology with a theological method that

has as one ofits key sources the tradition (or historical understanding) ofthe church,

Grenz needs to establish that evangelical tradition has included a broader range than those

whom he has chosen to represent the conservative end of the spectrum.

2) Grenzo conviction that the postmodern situation requires a different theological approach,

and that the postmodern critique of rationality rightly calls for a "chastened rationality"

from evangelicals.r6e Rather than seeking for an indisputable foundation for theolory, he

suggests an acceptance of the postmodern insight that all theology is local or specific,

while adding the rider that despite the specificity of all theolory, local theologies share in

common a similar pattern, shape or style and that this allows for the construction of a

'un Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context.It is an
expansion of an earlier paper, Stanley J. Grenz, "Articulating the Christian Belief-Mosaic: Theological
Method after t:he Demise of Foundationalism," in Evangelical Futures: A Conversation on Theological
Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000).
'ut An expansion of Stanley J. Grenz, "Why Do Theologians Need to Be Scientists ?," Zygon 35 (2000).
'uu Stanley J. Grenz, "Toward an Evangelical Theology of Religions," Journal of Ecunreiical Srudies 31,
no. l-2 (1994).

'ut Grenz, Renewing the center: Evangelical rheologt in a Post-Theological Era,326.
'68 Ibid.. 333.

'uo lbid., tl.
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meaningful mosaic that can rightly be called Christian theolory. Explication of this

uniquely Christian style "provides the finishing touches of an evangelical theological

method that can meet the postmodern challenge." 170

3.II B E YOND F OANDA TI ONALISM

Co-authored with John Franke, Beyond Foundationalisn suggests a theological method for the

postmodern context.t?r It is a highly stylized work. Lamenting the fragmentation in both mainline

and conservative (evangelical) theolory, and rejecting the dependence on foundationalism present

in both, Grenz and Franke introduce the need for a different theological method. They suggest

that it will be found in theolory engaging three conversation partners as primary sources, viz.

scripture as theolory's norming norm, tradition as its hermeneutical trajectory and culture as its

embedding context. Rather than any ofthe three providing an undisputed foundation, they cohere

together in a "web of belief."r7z These sources then interact with three focal motifs, viz. the

Trinity as theology's structural motif, community as the integrative motif, and eschatolory as

theolory's orienting motif.

The idea of the book originated with Franke after he read Grenz' Revisioning Evangelical

Theologt. Franke intended it as a work on theological method developing the proposals in Grenz'

Revisioning Evangelical Theolog,t. After meeting in the Spring of 1996, Grenz and Franke

decided to write the book together.rT3 The book takes many constructive steps toward developing

a theological method for the postmodern context, including:

l) An exploration of the shortcomings of foundationalism and the external realism that has

been assumed by most evangelical theologians since the nineteenth century. Grenz and

Franke engage with social constructionists, communitarians and deconstructionists and

are able to avoid a reactionary tone.lTa

'to Ibid., 2l l.
't' Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context.t" Gren and Franke acknowledge their indebtedn.ri fo-, the coniept to Quine, and for comparable
concepts to Kort, Meiland and Krausz. Ibid.. 39.
r73 As outlined in the book's preface. Ibid., x.
'to As e.g. one finds in D.A. -arroo, Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church: Understanding a
Movement and lts Implicalions (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,2005), Millard J. Erickson, Postmoderniziig the
Faith: Evangelical Responses to the Challenge of Postmodernism (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), David F.
Wells, ly'a Place for Trulh or Whatever Happened to Evangelica! Theologt? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
lee3).
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The idea of scripture, tradition and culture serving as conversation partners, which

elevates the discussion beyond the biblicism often associated with evangelicalism.

Adopting the Trinity as the structuring motif for theological construction. By placing the

emphasis on the relationship between the persons of the Trinity the focus shifts from the

structure of the Trinity to the communal implications.

Adopting community as theolory's integrating motif. This serves as a corrective to

individualism. In motivating for the theme of community as theolory's integrative motif

Grenz repeats his argumentin Revisioning Evangelical Theologt that the more traditional

integrative theme of the Kingdom of God lacks adequate content. As in the earlier work,

Grenz' claims at this point are vulnerable to challenge. The biblical content on the

Kingdom of God is rich. It is probably easier to argue in the opposite direction to Grenz

that the theme of community is subsumed in the broader theme of the Kingdom.

Their eschatological emphasis and usage ofPannenberg's concept of"eschatological

realism'o which elevates the eschatological discussion beyond the fanciful flights

sometimes engaged in by evangelicals.

From the perspective of this research, Beyond Foundationalism is Grenz' most sigrrificant work,

and as I interact with it fully in later chapters, I will not elaborate on it further here.

3,I2 THE MATRIX OF CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

Grenz planned to write a six-volume series Ifte Matrix of Christian Theologt.InseningMatrix

into the title helped establish that the series was conceived to interact creatively with the

challenges of postmodernity, rather than to be a complete systematic theologl as such. The

proposed volumes were to deal with six loci of doctrine, namely, anthropology, God, Christolory,

pneumatolory, ecclesiolory and eschatolory, each volume not so much exploring Christian belief

about each topic, but contextually applying the beliefs. Grenz writes, "instead of offering a

thorough treatment of the theological focus under consideration, each volume seeks to engage

with the most far-reaching challenges that the postmodern context raises for the specific section

of the theological corpus under study.'r75 His early death saw only the first two volumes being

written.

2)

3)

4)

s)

t" Grenz, The Social God and rhe Relational Setf: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei, x.
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The first, a theological anthropology that draws heavily from the insights of trinitarian theolory
and applies them to a communal understanding of the imago Dei, is entitled The Social God and
the Relational Self.t76 At the risk of oversimplification, it attempts to answer the question ,nwhat

does it mean to be human?"

The second volume The Named Godwas published posthumously.rTT Attempting to reverse the

accusation that Western ontolory is responsible for the Christian understanding of God, Grenz

argues for a 'theo-ontolory" as opposed to an 'oonto-theolory." Reading the Bible as a series of
sagas in which the biblical God is self-named, Grenz brings the insights that flow ftomthe I Am

naming of God into the conversation on the nature of being.

Methodologically, Grenz intentionally engages in a trialogue in this series, suggesting that his

theological construction results from his

'thinking through' a particular topic in a manner in which canonical scripture, the
theological heritage of the church, and the intellectual currents of the wider
culture are brought together in constructive conversation. Hence, the theological
construction developed in this series arises out ofthe perichoretic dance ofi
particular, ordered set of sources of insight.lTs

Like Welcoming But Not Affirmlng these two volumes have the potential to be studied as case

studies of Grenz' method in action, but their later publication made Welcoming But Not Afiirming
a more practical choice.tTe

It is noteworthy that Grenz intended the third volume in this series to focus on Christolory. As his
Christolory is the most underdeveloped aspect of his theolory, it is particularly unfortunate that
this volume was not written. It also serves as a reminder that we should not be overly critical of
Grenz for not having the time to fully exprore some aspects of theology.

3.13 CHAPTER SUMMARY

In spite of Grenz writing on a wide range of topics, there is a pleasing consistency in his work and

more particularly in his methodological proposals.

'tu Ibid.
'tt Grenz, The Named God and the euestion of Being; A Trinitarian Theo-ontologr.
'78 Grenz, The Social God and the ietotionat'sit| A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei,x.
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While clear themes are not discernable in his work prior to the 1993 publication oi,f Revisioning

Evangelical Theologt, the seeds of his method are present. The early Grenz has a wide range of
interests and also follows through on issues that arose from his doctoral dissertation. A strong

social conscience is eviden! more so than in his later work. He is also conscious of his status as a

Baptist (and evangelical) theologian, the Baptist identity frnding less emphasis in his later work.

After the publication of Revisioning Evangelical Theologt, his method gains greater clarity and is

expanded upon. The building blocks remain the same. The sources for theolory are to be

scripture, tradition and culture. The focal motifs are to be the Trinity, community and

eschatology. The theologian is part of the faith community, and works for the faith community.

Together, the faith community needs to discern the way the Spirit is guiding and leading the

church. The renewal of the churoh will have a missiological impact.

The background provided in chapter two and three concludes part I ofthis research. It places us

in a position to explore the proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively

revisions evangelical theolory."

r7e 
T'he clear link between theolog5r and ethics n Welcoming But Not Affirmr'ng also rnakes it a more

suitable case study.

86



PARTTWO

Ah[ E)trLORATION AIID EVALUATION

OF TIilE THEOTOGICAL METHOD OF

91' EYJ. G.RENZ



CIIAPTERFOT]R

AI\t DPLORATION AIID EVALUATION OF GRENZN CHOICE AIYD USE OF

SCRIPTT]RE AS A SOURCE FOR TIIEOLOGY

4.l INTRODUCTION

Justi$ing his own exercise in theological revisioning, Carl Henry wrote, "If evangelical

Protestants do not overcome their pre-occupation with negative criticism of contemporary

theological deviation at the expense of the construction of preferable alternatives to these,

they will not be much of a doctrinal force in the decade ahead."r A generation later, though

facing different theological challenges, Grenz' attempt to revision evangelical theological

method can be seen as an endeavour to move beyond the impasse encountered when

evangelical theology attempts to engage in meaningful dialogue with the postrnodern conted.

In this chapter we begin our exploration and evaluation of Grenz' attempt at "tle construction

of preferable alternatives,"2 with an examination of the first of the three sources he selects for
theological constructionn scripture.

This chapter needs to be read together with chapters 5 and 6. Together these three chapters

explore and evaluate Grenz' use of theological sources and motifs in theological construction.

On the one hand it is important not to place a wedge between the chapters. An integral

component of Grenz' theological method is that the three sources he proposes for theological

construction engage in a trialogue. As conversation partners, the three are able to move

beyond the foundationalism that Grenz believes previously characterized evangelical

theolory. By exploring each separately, we run the risk of giving the impression that Grenz

sees three sources that are simply added to each other (what does scripture say plus what does

tradition say plus what does culture say). Seen in this way we could ask why three sources,

and not four, five or six. The sources however cannot be seen in isolation from each other.

Nor should they be seen as separated from the focal motifs of Trinity, community and

eschatology, or tle communally discerned pneumatological mediation that is required for the

theological construction to be effective. It is out of the dynamic interplay between all of the

components that Grenz sees the birthing of a theological method that can be considered to

move beyond foundationalism.

t Carl F.H' Henry, "Cross-Curents in Contemporary Theolog," fui Jesus of Nazareth: Savior and
Lord, ed. Carl F.H. Henry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966),9.t tbid.
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On the other hand, evaluation of Grenz' method is almost impossible if we do not pay

attention to the understanding that Grenz has of each of the key players making up his

theological matrix. While it is tempting to explore all players together, it is not practical. In

defence of the approach this research adopts it should be noted that Grenz comes to a similar

conclusion. However, whereas he discusses each of his sources and motifs in separate

chapters in Beyond Foundationalism,lhave opted for a slightly more integrated approach,

discussing one source (scripture) in chapter 4, two sources (tradition and culture) in chapter 5,

and all three motifs (Trinity, community and eschatolory) in chapter 6.

I devote an entire chapter to Grenz' understanding of and use of scripture in theological

construction both because evangelicals have traditionally placed greatest attention on the use

of scripture in theological construction, and because Grenzo use of scripture has generated

considerable comment and debate within the evangelical community. This chapter explores

the reactions to Grenz' proposed use of scripture, and assesses the weight that should be

attached to it.

As Grenz' goal is to revision evangelical theology, a part of assessing his success is to

investigate if his approach is genuinely different to other key recognized evangelical

theologians. ln the exploration of the sources Grenzproposes for theolory, I will investigate

some of the responses to his work and then, where relevant, use as a comparative grid the way

the source or motif features in the major systematic theolory texts of Erickson,3 Grudema and

McGrath.5 While it was difficult to decide which theologians and texts to take as

representative, these three routinely appear in the bibliographies of evangelical seminaries

and are likely to be accepted as a non-controversial selection. Though Grenz does not interact

greatly with the work of McGrath, he often cites both Erickson and Grudem, and would

probably concur that they are representative.6 To be able to claim to have revisioned

evangelical theology Grenz will need to be seen as different from other evangelicals in his

treatment, while if he isto effectively revision evangelical theology, the difference must be

seen to add to and enhance evangelical theology, rather than to simply be different or to

compromise the premises upon which evangelical theolory has been built. So for example,

' Miltard J. Erickson, Christian Theologt (Grand Rapids: Baker, l9g5).
'Wayre Grudem, Systematic Theologt: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids:
?ondewan,1994).
' Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theologt: An Introduction,2nded. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997).
" ln Renewing the Center Grenz places Henry, Erickson and Grudem in a historical trajectory
representing the changing but more conservative face of evangelicalism. He suggests Ramm, Pinnock
and Sanders as representing a more "left wing" three generation trajectory. Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing
the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker,2000), 85-162.
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when Grenz suggests that evangelicalism moves from a foundationalist model of theological

construction, he must show why a postfoundationalist approach is superior.

Before we are in a position to explore and evaluate Grenz' use of each of his proposed

sources for theolory, because of its importance in Grenz' method, I witl elaborate on the

relationship between the sources of theology, the Spirit and the community of faith.

4.2rI{L RELATIONSIilP BETWEEN THE SOURCES OF TIITOLOGY, TIIE
WORK OF THE SPIRIT AI{D TIIE COMMT]NITY OF FAITH

Though Grenz (and Franke) treat scripture, tradition and culture as three distinct sources for

theolory, initially giving the impression of a three-legged rather than a singular

foundationalism, what moves their theological construction beyond foundationalism is the

dynamic interplay between the three sources, the Spirit and the community of faith. We

should not place any wedge between the work of the Spirit and the scriptures. Grenz would

agree with Veenhof who writes,

It becomes clear that the work of the Spirit cannot be described in terms of
'addition,o as if the Spirit would give or cause a new .quantum,' a new
osubstance.' On the contrary the work of the Spirit must be described in terms
of relation and interaction.T

It is the Spirit who not only inspired the community of faith to initially record the scriptures,

but who continues to illuminate the scriptures to each contextually embedded community of
faith. Knowing which aspects of church tradition to embrace is likewise a pneumatologically

mediated task. Grenz and Franke write'the authority of both scripture and tradition is

ultimately an authority derived from the work of the Spirit."8 Similarly, the aid of the Spirit is

required to discern what aspects of human culture reflect the Spirit's will and work. Because

the same Spirit speaks through both scripture and culture, the voices are not discordant. Grenz

and Franke write,

Culture and text do not comprise two different moments of communication;
rathero they are but one speaking. And consequently we engage not in two
different "listeningsn" but one. we listen for the voice of the spirit who
speaks the Word through the word within the particularity of the hearers'
context" and who thereby can speak in all things.e

' Jan Veenhof, "The Holy Spirit and Hermeneutics," Scoftr.r h Bulletin of Evangelical Theologt 5, no. I
(1987): ll6.
t Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beltond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a postmodern
Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox press, 2001), I17.
'lbid., to:.
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While the Spirit illuminates scripture, tradition and culture, it is the task of the community of
faith to discern and receive the Spirit's illumination. Communal discernment disallows purely

individual or idiosyncratic interpretations, though one could counter that by shifting the onus

from the individual to the communiqr, one dilutes the sense of responsibility for accurately

hearing the Spirit's voice. If all are responsible, then no one in particular is responsible. ln

addition, just as individual interpretations can be idiosyncratic, so too can communal

interpretations.

As we examine Grenz' understanding of each of the three sources of theology, the common

thread of the source deriving its authority from the Spirit and needing to be communally

received, should be noted.

4,3 SCRIPTTTRE AS THEOLOGY'S NORMING NORM

Probably no aspect of Grenz' work will be more carefully evaluated by evangelicals than the

role he ascribes to the Bible in constructing his theological metftod.ro McGrath accurately

conveys a traditional understanding of evangelicalism when he writes of its

insistence upon the importance of Scripture in theologizing: one of the most
fundamental and essential distinctives of the evangelical approach to
theolory is its insistence that theolory must be nourished and governed at all
points by holy Scripture, and that it seeks to offer a faithful and coherent
account of what it finds there.ll

In similar vein, Bebbington speaks of biblicism as being a defining characteristic of
evangelicalism.l2

Grenz is keen to affirm his continuity with the thinking of older evangelicals on revelation in

at least three key areas:

to This needs qualification. Traditionally evangelicals view the question ofan authoritative
scripture as central, but there is increasing evidence that an emerging group of evangelicals does not
see the question as pivotal. For example, Robert Webber's bookThe Younger Evangelicals, while
occasionally speaking about the Bible, doesn't devote a full chapter to the topic, though it gives
chapters to areas such as tradition, ecclesiology and spiritual formation. It could well be thit Grenz
effectively revisions evangelical theolory for this younger, emerging group ofevangelicals, even ifhe
does not succeed with the more traditional group. Roben E. Webber, The Younger Evangelicals:

Lo"nS the Challenges of the New World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002).
" Alister E. McGrath, "Theology and the Futures of Evangelicalism," in The Futures of
Evangelicalism: Issues and Prospects, ed. Craig Bartholomew, Robin Parry, and Andrew West
(Leicester: lnter-Varsity Press, 2003), 20.
" David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A Historyfrom the 1730s to the l980s (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1989), l2-l 4.
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God has disclosed himself to humankind

The primary focus of God's disclosure is Jesus Christ

The Bible is the deposit of the divine revelation in history.r3

While the areas of agreement are impoftant, it is those where Grenz suggests fresh thinking is

needed that are ofspecial interest to us.

First he suggests that postfundamentalist evangelical theolory has continued to adopt a

propositionalist approach to theolory, with the theological task being conceived as the

discovery and articulation of the one doctrinal system embedded in the Bible.ta We should not

accept Grenz' analysis uncritically, as he is a little one-sided in his presentation of
propositionalist approaches. We could argue that there are few true propositionalists in the

sense that Grenz porhays them. Certainly the Reformers were not. Wallace notes that while

Calvin is sometimes accused of over systematizing scripture, Calvin's approach attempted to

move in the opposite direction. Wallace writeso

calvin resisted any tendency he might have had to master the biblical
material before him and to mould i't into shape by his logical skill or by his
own creative intelligence. He always shove, rather, to bring his mind under
the shaping power of the objective reality before him, and to find the rogic
inherent in the revelation itself. He sought to allow his mind to be taken up,
by faith, into the Word itsetf, and to become penetrated by it. He sought thus
to produce a system which reflected the rationality of the Word of God.r5

In addition, Grenz' portrayal of the propositional approaches of the "Princeton Theologians"

tends to be reductionist. Noll argues that the grand motifs of Princeton Theolory (1812-1921)

were,

devotion to the Bible, concern for religious experience, sensitivity to the
American experience, and full employment of the Presbyterian confessionso
seventeenth-century Reformed systematicians, and the Scottish philosophy of
Common Sense.l6

t' 
Stanley J. Grenz, Ranisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century

(Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1993), 109. Depending on the content attached to the third point,
it could be a little more conroversial (is all of scripture a divine deposit, or does it simply contain a
divine deposit? As Grenz does not elaborate at tlis point, it is not possible to be certain of his
meaning.)
to Crenz and Franke, Beyond Found,ationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,60-63.
rs Ronald S. Wallace, "A Christian Theologian: Cafvini Approaih to Theolory," Scottish Bulletin of
Evangelical Theologt 5, no. I (1987): 138.
'o Mark A. Noll, ed., The Princeton Theologt I8I2-1921: Scripture, Science, and Theological Method

from Archibald Alexander to Benjamin Breckinridge Warfeld (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001; reprint,
2001), 13. See also Paul Kjoss Helseth, "'Re-Imaging'the Princeton Mind: Postconservative

l)
2)

3)

92



If Noll is correct, there are areas of significant overlap between Grenz' approach and that of
the Princeton propositionalists. However, both Grenz and Noll have overstated their case.

While it is reductionist to limit the Princeton Theologians to a propositional approach to

scripfure, it did function as somewhat of a "default drive." Grenz might be overreacting, but

he has accurately discerned a tendency.

Rather than follow a propositional programme, Grenz suggests that theology should be

conceived as the 'oreflection on the faith commitment of the believing communiqr.'ol7 It is not

that Grenz wishes to either reject or discount the importance of scripture as stressed by the

propositionalist paradigm, but he aims to explore alternate understandings of the nature of the

Bible's authority. He suggests that its authority derives from it being, o'... the source for the

symbols, stories, teachings and doctrines that form the cognitive framework for the

worldview of the believing community."rs

Second, he believes that many evangelicals, "...take loyalty to the Bible to heights not

intended by the Reformers and not in keeping with the broader trajectory of the evangelical

movement."le He argues that such loyalty is misguided, as it is unnecessary. The Bible's

status as the book of the faith community guarantees it a place of importance in the

theological enterprise. Grenz sees it as unimportant to try to establish a role for the Bible on

the basis of appeals to fulfrlled prophecies or the Bible's own claims for itself when any

study of the Christian faith necessitates a study of the Bible because it is the foundational text

for the communiEr. Grenz' approach at this point is essentially pragmatic and functional. If
theology is the reflection on the faith commitment of the believing community, it is a

reflection tlat cannot begin without an adequate understanding of the "book of the

community."2o

Evangelicalism, Old Princeton, and the Rise of Neo-Fundamentalism," Journal of the Evangelical
Theological Society 45, no.3 (2002), Paul Kjoss Helseth, "Are Postconservative Evangelicals
Fundamentalists? Postconservative Evangelicalism, Old Princeton and the Rise of Neo-
Fundamentalism," in Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern
ljmes, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helsetft, and Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004).tt Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Thiologt: A Fresh Agendafoi the iwenty First Century,87. The
adequacy of this definition must be questioned. It implies a descriptive, rather than prescriptive, role
for the theologian. Perhaps a church historian might be willing to be limited to a deicriptive role, but it
is improbable that many systematic theologians would be willing to accept such an abbreviated
description of their task. Indeed, Grenz himself does not, for in spite of this definition, he carves out a
far more ambitious role in his own theological work. Perhaps it should be enlarged to be a "reflection
onthe adequaqt of the faith commitment of the believing community in the light of,.." with relevant
theological criteria inserted (e.g. scripture, the tradition ofthe church, certain ethical criteria etc.)
'' ftid] gs.

't Ibid., 93.

'o lbid., 94.
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From a traditional evangelical perspective, this is provocative. Evangelicals assign a place of
prominence to the Bible out of a conviction that its message is the truth, and its revelation the

sole surety for statements made about the nature and character of God.2r It is the norma

normans non normata. The constituting role of the Bible in the life of the church is usually

seen as of secondary importance to the claim that it is an accurate and authoritative revelation

of the character, will and actions of God. It seems a short step from this stance to relegating

the Bible to a text of historical (but not authoritative) importance. While few would deny that

the role of scripture in the life of the church is important, it adopts a "lowest corlmon

denominator" approach. All would agree, but evangelicals have historically claimed more for

scripture. While Grenz is correct in his assertion that some evangelicals "take loyalty to the

Bible to heights not intended by the Reformers and not in keeping with the broader tradition

of the evangelical movemen!" it seems unlikely that they would be content with the modest

role Grenz assigns it here.22

Grenz would add a further qualifier that the Bible's role as the repository of the original

kerygma of the faith community, guarantees it a role of ongoing importance. However this is

not self evidently true. Belief systems can change and evolve, and most would not consider a

stance definitive simply because it was the one originally adopted.

Something of the heartbeat of Grenz' concern is best expressed by his approving discussion

of the Pietists. He notes, "For the Pietists, talk about the truth claims of the Bible was less

important than the fact that 'truth claims' - that the Scriptures lay hold of the life of the reader

and call that life into divine seryice."23This, however, is a false dichotomy. Brand accuses

Grenz of driving an artificial wedge between those who focus on the Bible as a source of
correct doctrine and those whose focus is on the Bible as a source of spiritual sustenance.

Dismissing this typolory as overly simplistic, Brand argues that balance between the two has

usually characterized evangelicalism's leading spokespeople.2a

2r The understanding of truth would be of truth as correspondence with objective reality." Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,93.
" Ibid., I 12. While hard to dispute, this does seem to beg the question. Is it not the task of the
theologian to articulate why this happens and how to evaluate the validity of such an "encounte/'? In
addition, this presentation of the Pietists is one sided according to Travis. See Williarn G. Travis,
"Pietism and the History of American Evangelicalism," in Reclaiming the Center: Confronting
Evangelical Accomodatian in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and
Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004).
'" Chad O. Brand, "Defining Evangelicalism," in Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical
Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2004),298. Smith, in his work of the relationship between Pentecostalism and
evangelicalism, is more nuanced when he distinguishes between evangelical theology and grass-roots
evangelical experience. He writes: "This issue (the relationship between Pentecostalism and
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Grenz then moves to an important sttge in his thinking, viz. that the meaning and impact of
scripture is pneumatologically mediated. He laments that the theological method of most

Protestant theologians separates bibliology and pneumatology, and argues that the doctrine of
scripture should be discussed as a section of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, as the Bible is the

Spirit's book. Grenz follows up on his own suggestion in Theologfor the Community of
God, and his discussion of scripture in the middle of the book within the section on the work

of the Spirit, makes a refreshing difference. It also throws down the gauntlet to traditional

evangelical theological methodolory, where a discussion of the pivotal role of scripture

almost always takes place within the prolegomenon.tt

Perhaps the difference Grenz represents is best understood if we compare him to Erickson26

and McGrath2T - both of whom can be taken as representative of the "evangelical centre."28

Even a cursory glance at the major systematic theology volume each has written helps

establish key differences. The subject index at the end of Grenz' work lists neither scripture

nor Bible nor revelation as a topic covered. By contrast, both the McGrath and Erickson

works have substantial referencing to both scripfure and revelation.t'The absence of clear

chunks of text dealing with the Bible and revelation in an evangelical work is startling. It is

evangelicalism) situates us in the midst of an ongoing historiographic debate between Donald Dayton
and George Marsden.... Dayton has been insisting on a 'pentecostal paradigm' for understanding
evangelicalism over against what he calls Marsden's 'presbyterian paradigm.' I think both of them are
right, but on different levels. I think Marsden is correct in asserting the dominant influence of the
Princeton tradition on mainstream evangelical theologt;but in agreement with Dayton, I think
evangelicalism at a grass-roots level has been sigrrificantly influenced by a more Wesleyan-holiness
piety as found, for instance, in Finney.'n James K.A. Smith, "The Closing of the Book: Pentecostals,
Evangelicals, and the Sacred writings," Journal of pentecostal Theologt I I (1997): 61.
" Perhaps Grenz should have gone further, and placed his discussion on the work of the Spirit (and
thus also the Bible as the Spirit's book), first in the book (or at least toward the beginning), which
would be consistent with the approach suggested by Clark Pinnock (see Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of
Love: A Theologt of the Holy Sprrit (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1996). A growing sfeam of
Pentecostal theologians has joined him. An example of a systematic theology written from a
charismatic perspective is Rodman J. Williams, Renewal Theologt: Systematic Theologtfrom a
C,har is matic P erspect ive, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, I 988- I 992).
tu Erickson.
27 McGrath, Christian Theologt: An Introduction.
28 while well outside the scope of this research, it would be interesting both at a sociological and
theological level, to ascertain why evangelicals are usually keen to demonstrate that they hotd the
"centre" ground. Grenz also focuses on the "centre." E.g. one of his major works is Grenz, Renewing
the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era.This led to Erickson, Helseth and Tayl,or
gathering a team of twelve contributors to publish the rebuttal, Reclaiming the Center. Millard J.
Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor, eds., Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical
Accommodqtion in Postmodern Times (Wheaton: Crossway,2004).Being on the edges is seen as being
il the place ofsuspicion rather than as a badge ofhonour.
" Under Bible, both say'osee Scripfure."
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not that Grenz does not look at the topics but that he persistently subsumes them under the

heading of pneumatolory.'o

In practical terms, Grenz calls evangelicals to pay as much attention to the doctrine of
illumination as they do to inspiration. By placing the emphasis on the inspiration of scripture,

a static view of scripture can easily dominate. Arguments revolve around the once for all

divinely given message of scripture, rather than around the need to listen to the ongoing voice

of the Spirit speaking through scripture (illumination).

Linked to an inadequate emphasis on the illuminating role of the Spirit, Grenz diagnoses that

evangelicals routinely give inadequate reflection to the meaning of the human role in the

concursive action of God and human authors working together in the writing of scripture.

Grenz suggests a greater exploration of the role of the community in the "composition,

compilation and canonization of the Bible."3r Acknowledging the community role in the

formation of scripture also helps to indicate a co-operative path between scripfure and

tradition, as in this model scripture does not function alone but is always read within the

church, which in turn understands the teaching of scripture within its own broad historical

trajectory.

However, difference alone neither establishes nor discredits Grenz. Many evangelicals have

been calling for a changed view of scripture. For example, Nancey Murphy notes that the

foundational role of scripture within evangelicalism is akin to the foundational role of
experience in liberal theology. While initially each seems so different, both operate from a

foundationalist model, ascribing ultimate authority to a single source. A more diversified

approach sits better with postnodernism and is called for by Murphy. However, Murphy is

probably cast on the edges of evangelicalism.32

'o One could also question the competence of the person who drew up Grenz' index. This point is not
entirely trivial. Most are not willing to wade through an entire work to decide its merits. A quick glance
through the index often helps decide if a book is worth reading. It is entirely conceivable that potential
evangelical readers would look to the index to point them to Grenz' stance on scripture and revelation
to help make their decision. The absence of any such references in the index (though not the actual
book) might well prejudice evangelicals against reading the work, thus diminishing the likelihood that
Grenz would be seen as a suitable theologian to revision the movement. In short, this is probably an
unfortunate rather than intentional omission.
3t Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,122." See e.g. Smith's critique of Murphy in R. Scott Smith, "Post-Conseryatives, Foundationalism, and
Theological Truth: A Critical Evaluation," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 48,no.2
(2005).
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ln Beyond Foundationalism Grcnzand Franke explore what a postfoundationalist

understanding of scripture might look like for evangelicalism.33 While some of the concerns

expressed in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt are repeated, Beyond Foundationalisin? goes

further in its revisioning and is more comprehensive in its range.

Chapter 3 of Beyond Foundationalism, which focuses on the role of scripture as a source for

theology, states that a key goal of the chapter is to ". . . inquire as to how the Bible ought to

function in theology by pursuing the traditional assertion that the biblical message is

theolory's norming nom."34

Noting that conservatives have favoured a propositional approach to understanding the

Bible's message, they express their disquiet at this method, suggesting that when the Bible is

reduced to a set of propositions the need to continue to read it becomes questionable. They

provocatively ask "Why should the sincere believer continue to read the Bible when biblical

truth - correct doctrine - is more readily at hand in the latest systematic compilation offered

by the skilled theologian?"3s clearly this is not the intent of propositionalists.

To avoid this they suggest that it is important to rediscover the Bible as text, rather than as a

set of doctrines waiting to be unpacked and lying behind the text. It is noteworthy that the

rationale for this approach is to get more from the Bible rather than less. To evangelicals

concerned at criticism of the propositional approach, Grenz is essentially arguing that viewing

the Bible as text allows a larger and more significant role for scripture over against the

reductionism inevitably resulting from propositionalism. At this stage he is on safe ground.

Such an approach continues to stress the importance of scripture. Anything less is unlikely to

successfully revision evangelical theology as it would probably be rejected before it was

seriously considered.

" Because this is a co-authored book, one must assume that a certain "give and take" has operated.
Grenz may not feel as strongly as Franke on some issues, and vice versa. However, in the preface they
note who wrote the initial draft of each chapter, and acknowledge Grenz as the initial drafter of chapter
3, which is the main chapter dealing with the role of scripture. It thus seems reasonable to infer that
Grenz is in agreement with the views expressed. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping
Theologt in a Postmodern Context, x. At another level, it is worth noting that 9 of the 26 books written
by Grenz were co-authored. This seems appropriate given his focus on theolory as an enterprise for
and by the community of God. His own practice was oocommunal." Paying hibute to Grenz for the way
in which he worked with him on Beyond Foundationalisn, Franke has written, "Stan's willingness to
work with a younger thinker on such a project was but one example of his extraordinary professional
generosity, another side of his work that is less well known but which was an integral part of his vision
for the practice of doing theology." John R. Franke, "Faith Seeking Understanding in a Postmodern
Context: Stanley Grenz and Nonfoundational Theolory," Princeton Theological Review 12, no. I
(2006): r7.
to Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,58.tt lbid.. 63.
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Referring to the Westuninster Confession of Faith, Grenz notes its declaration that the
*Supreme Judge" by which to decide on all controversies is'othe Holy Spirit speaking in

scripture."36 For Grenz the link between Spirit and scripture is crucial, and helps to

understand in what sense the Bible is authoritative, and why it is the norming norm for

theolory. The Bible is authoritative because it is "the vehicle through which the Spirit

speaks."37 Because of the link with the Spirit, exegesis cannot be canied out apart fiom the

life of the believing community. The illumination of the text by the Spirit makes the

scriptures authoritative in the life of the church. We are thus back to the scriptures being

authoritative because of their functional importance in the life of tle community of faith. The

view also implies openness to changed circumstances, for the Spirit interprets the text in the

light of the situation of the believing community.

Grenz' model goes a long way to stilling the criticism of some Pentecostal theologians that

evangelicalism is a textual community, suppressing the orality and aurality that was at the

heart of the early church. Pentecostal theologian James Smith expresses some of these

concerns when he writes,

The early Christian community was a charismatic community which placed
emphasis on hearing, not reading. As such, early Christianity was not a
religion of the Book, though it was certainly a religion of the Word. It was a
community centred not around scribes but prophets.3s

While recognizing that the concept of an oral or textual community does not need to be

absolutized (an oral community is not necessarily a community without a text or texts), Smith

suggests that communities should be characterized as oral or textual on the basis of the status

they afford to texts. Acknowledging his indebtedness to the work of Stoch Smith writes that,

It is beyond debate, I think, that evangelical theolory became and is a'textual
community' as Stock describes it: a community which organizes its
experience against the horizon of a text, the Bible. The standard (kanon) for
the communitv is a text.3e

Smith then laments that Pentecostal theolory has bought uncritically into evangelicalism's

textuality without acknowledging that this represents a conflict with Pentecostalism's belief in

36 Ibid., 65. If the sffatesi is to woo the Evangelical community, reference to the Westminster
Confession reflects a sound policy. The Reformed wing of the evangelical community usually views
the Westminster Confession as a particularly pure articulation of reformation faith.
" Ibid..65.
" Smith, "The Closing of the Book Pentecostals, Evangelicals, and the Sacred Writings," 50.
te rbid.: s8.
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continuing revelation and prophecy. ln calling for a Pentecostal theolory that is distinct from

evangelical theology he suggests that a "Pentecostal evangelical theology is a house divided

against itselfrO and later writes, o'It is precisely this textualism of evangelical theology which

undermines the Pentecostal experience of continuing revelation."*r Smith's suggestion to

Pentecostals is that if "our theolory is to be Pentecostal, I think it is crucial that we give up

trying to be evangelical, or at least evangelical theologians."a2

Grenz' placing of the doctrine of revelation within pneumatology and his willingness for the

community to serve as the control is in accord with Smith's model where "Both oral and

written testimony are subject to discernment as the community is guided by the Spirit of

truth.'"43 While there are differences between Grenz and Smith, there are significant overlaps

between the two. That this is so between Grenz and a Pentecostal theologian (who is calling

for Pentecostal theologians to acknowledge the tensions inherent in Pentecostal theology

working within an evangelical theological framework) raises the question, is Grenz

revisioning evangelical theolory or simply suggesting that it adopts a Pentecostal paradigm?

Alternatively, we can argue that Grenz' revisioning of scripture is likely to appeal to the

Pentecostal wing of evangelicalism (provided one accepts that such a wing is valid and

exists).

While Grenz' stress on the dynamic interrelationship between Word and Spirit has merit, it

runs the risk of accusations of subjectivity. Brand warns of "the danger of seeking the

'spirit's guidance' in an uncontrolled epistemological environment.'# For evangelical

readers accustomed to hearing of the dangers of "Barthian'o views of scripture that seem to

imply that the Bible's authority is limited to the Spirit's illumination, which in turn is limited

by our subjective reception of it, this is likely to be a serious concern.4s

oo rbid.: 59.
ot lbid.: 62.
n2 lbid.: 70. Smith distinguishes between evangelical theolog,t and the experience of evangelicals at the

Fass-roots. Smith, "The Closing of the Book Pentecostals, Evangelicals, and the Sacred Writings," 61.
" Smith, "The Closing of the Book Pentecostals, Evangelicals, and the Sacred Writings," 69.
aa Brand.304.
as Evangelicals usually have an ambivalent attitude to Barth. On the one hand they acknowledge that he
reacted against the theological liberalism of his time and pointed back to a more orthodox path, on the
other they note that he was'oneoorthodox" and did not sit comfortably with all the assertions of ttre
Reformers. Though not covering more recent developments in the relationship, Gregory Bolich has
provided a detailed account of earlier evangelical responses to Barth. See Gregory G. Bolich, Karl
Barth and Evangelicalism (Downers Grove: IVP, 1980).
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Grenz' responss is predictable. The guard against subjectivity is the communal reading of the

scriptures.a6 The Spirit speaks to the community of faith. That same community helps discern

if what an individual believes to be the voice of the Spirit, is indeed the Spirit enlivened

scriptures or the wishful or misguided thinking of an individual. Grenz optimistically

concludes "...the problem of subjectivism arises only when we mistakenly place the

individual ahead of the communitv."47

One needs to ask which community Grenz is talking about. If it is the localized expression of
the Church Universal,as Grcnzstands on shaky historical ground. Church history is full of

stories of communities (as opposed to individuals) who mistakenly read the biblical narrative

as being directly applicable to their own situation.ae

Grenz does qualifr his position a little more fully by expanding that "this divine regenerative

work comes through the biblical message."so

We are back to an earlier concern. How can we get at the message behind the text without the

reductionism of propositionalism? Grenz suggests that the way fonvard is to see the Spirit

appropriating passages of scripture. While not ignoring the henneneutical question of "what

did this text originally mean?" for Grenz the key is that the faith community discerns the

a6 Batth's safeguard is similar and might have influenced Grenz. See Harmon's brief but perceptive
discussion on Barth's ecclesial understanding of tradition and scripture in Steven R. Harmon, "The
Authority of the Community (of All the Saints): Toward a Posfinodern Baptist Hermeneutic of
Tradition," Review and Expositor 100 (2003):596-598.
o7 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theolog in a Postmodern Context,68.
Ironically, the risk of highly individual and subjective interpretations of scripture are always a risk
within a Baptist ecclesiologlr where the teaching of "soul competency''aflirms that any individual led
by the Spirit is free to interpret the scriptures without reference to confessional statements. Grenz'
qualifier that the community of faith is the arbiter of what constitutes a valid, Spirit illuminated
interaction with the text thus qualifies a potentially highly subjective aspect of Baptist theology. Grenz
should be understood as both an evangelical and a Baptist theologian.
a8 As this is a classic Baptist understanding of the local church, iiis titety that Grenz, as both a leading
evangelical and Baptist theologian, would have a comparable view.
" Such readings usually assume that "God is on our side," with little thought as to God's attitude to
those on the other side. Consider e.g. how quickly the South African Boers in the l9h century, while
trekking away from British rule, and more particularly British insistence on the abolition of slavery,
identified with the Israelites and their conquest of the Promised Land. They cited their victory over the
Zulu's at the Battle of Blood River on 16 Dec 1837 as tangible evidence that God was on their side and
organized that their descendants observed the day as areligious public holiday for over 150 years.
Some of apartheid's early seeds can be seen in this incident, and it serves as a reminder of the risks of
too quickly appropriating the biblical text for the purposes of any particular group or community. See
F.A. Van Jaarsveld, "A Historical Minor of Blood River," in The Meaning of History. ed. Adrio K6nig
and Henry Keane (Pretoria: UNISA, 1980).
'" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shoping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,68,
emphasis, Grenz and Franke's.
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"illocutionary act" the Spirit seeks to perform by appropriating the text and communicating it

to us in our specific historical-cultural context.5l

Grenz (and Franke) then take a sociological turn. Part of the richness of Grenz' thought is his

ability to engage the social sciences in the theological quest.52 He first draws from the thought

of Peter Berger that religion legitimizes the socially constmcted world that participants in a

society occupy.s3 To this he adds Paul Ricoeur's stance that the meaning of a text lies not

behind, but in front of it, as it points to the possible worlds that can be created by the

appropriation of the text.sa In a few profound paragraphs Grenz draws together sociology,

pneumatology and eschatolory. The text has a world creating ability through its portrayal and

legitimization of a possible reality. The Spirit appropriates the text to impress on the faith

community the desirability of a particular construction of reality. This reality is ultimately

Iegitimized in the light of ultimate reality to be revealed at the eschaton. One can thus argue

that the Spirit creates the faith community's world, and helps to move it toward the

eschatological world God desires by appropriating the biblical text and porhaying it as a

possible social construction. This is a world cenhed in Jesus Christ and comprising a new

community of people renewed by the Spirit.

The scriptures are used by the Spirit as "paradigmatic events," connecting the faith

community with participants from the past as those in the present shape their actions in the

light of the events of scripture.ss This usage ensures that the scriptures are not time-bound, but

help create and shape both the present and the future. Grenz' statement serves as a suitable

summary:

...the Bible is the instrumentality of the Spirit. By orienting our communal
and personal present on the basis of the past and in accordance with the
vision of the future disclosed in the texts, the Spirit appropriates the biblical
narrative to create in and among us a new world.56

The role of the theologian is to help the Christian community understand the paradigmatic

narratives through which the Spirit creates the community's new identity. Scripture is thus the

theologian's norming norrn in that it provides the paradigmatic narratives that serve as the

5r Ibid., 72-75. Grenzis utilizing the speech-act theory of J.L.Austin. The "illocutionary act" is what
the speaker intends to accomplish by the speech act. Thus it is what the Spirit now wishes to
accomplish in the faith community by appropriating the biblical text and speaking to the faith
c^ommunity through it, which is of importance.
" In this way Grenz is also true to his insistence tlat culture is the embedding context for theology.
" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,T5-76.
54lbid., 

76.
tt lbid..79.
5u bia.. so.
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grid or "interpretative frameworK' for the faith community.5t Not that the theologian then

tries to codiff the meaning of the text.s8 To the contrary, the chief goal in reading and

rereading the text is to hear the Spirit's voice speaking through the text.se Distinguishing

between exegesis and hermeneutics Grenz goes on to sugges! "Another way of putting it is to

declare that reading theologically entails listening to what the Spirit is saying through the text
(exegesis) to us in our context (hermeneutics)..60

However, our context is not limited to the present moment. Reading the text theologically

entails reading it in community, thereby participating in the faith community that stretches

across the ages, while at the same time being aware that we are participants in the

contemporary church, needing to listen to the particular word that the Spirit brings to the

community through the scriptures. The particularity of our context points back to the need to

read the Spirit enlivened scriptures within our local community of ,faith. The hermeneutical

task is thus embarked upon within the local community.6l

Grenz' views need evaluation in the light of the key criteria set by the thesis proposal ..that

Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theology." For

evangelicals a key concern is usually the stance taken on the nature ofthe authority ofthe
Bible. In summary form, Grenz maintains that ultimate authority is linked to the trio of the

Spirig speaking through scripture, to the church. Each of the components, Spirig scripture and

church, are critical factors in affirming authority. This should be supplemented with the

proviso that the Spirit speaks to the church in the particularity of its social, historical and

culfural context.

Working from the premise that people are often more conscious of what they are against than

what they are for, evangelicalism's deep suspicion of any view of scripture that could be

labelled as "liberal" should be noted. Nancey Murphy's important work on the similarities

and differences between liberal and fundamentalist views has already been discussed.62 She

asserts that it is not that liberals deny a role for scripture in theology, but that they deny that it
is the foundation for theolory. For liberals, experience is the foundation, and scripture the

tt rbid., g3.
t* To do so would be to revert back to propositionalism.
te Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundqtionilis^, Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, ST.uo rbid.. 88.
6r 

The voice of Grenz as Baptist theologian should be noted here.
u2 ln essence, that each assumes the validity of foundationalism, but make different choices as to what
the foundational truth is. For fundamentalism it is an inerrant scripture, for liberalism, religious
experience. Nancey Murphy, Bqond Liberalism and Fundamentalism: How Postmodern Fhilosoppy
set the Theological Agenda (Harnsburg: Trinity press International, 1996).
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ground floor. The Bible is a record of religious experience and reflects its historical

development.u3 To be acceptable to the evangelical community, Grenz will have to convince

evangelicals that he has not reduced scripture's role to that of an important ground floor,

while not being the foundation.

Grenz himself tries to get beyond this critique by arguing for a method that is "beyond

foundationalism." Whether he actually succeeds in moving beyond foundationalism is an

open question.

Elizabeth Barnes suggests that he has perhaps been successful, but not necessarily on the

tenns suggested by Murphy. She notes that traditionally theologians and philosophers of

religion have assessed the adequacy ofreligious language according to three c's,

correspondence, coherence and comprehensiveness. She accuses Murphy ofa non-

foundationalist approach which embraces a web of coherence while dropping the c's of

correspondence and comprehensiveness.s However, while Grenz seems to want to embrace a

non-foundationalist approach, he moves beyond Murphy's web of coherence and is adamant

that a correspondence view of truth cannot be dismissed. In his Primer on Postmodernism he

writes that the "rejection of the correspondence theory of tmth not only leads to a skepticism

that undercuts the concept of objective truth in general, it also undermines Christian claims

that our doctrinal formulations state objective tnrth- which Grenz considers unacceptable.os

Grerz is also clear that theologians cannot affirm the rejection of the metanarrative in favour

of local narratives. ln essence, he sees the Christian story as a metanarrative.66

So whatever postfoundationalism means in Grenz' writing, it is not less than an acceptance of

the importance of correspondence, coherence and comprehensiveness.ut This understanding

of postfoundationalism is likely to offer some reassurance to the evangelical community.

u' Ibid,24.
6a Elizabeth Barnes, "Jesus Christ: The Church's One Foundation," Perspectives in Religious Studies
25, no. 2 (1998).
u5 Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernrsn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), l63.As Grenz has
been accused ofrejecting correspondence theories oftnrth, his defense ofthem in this text is
noteworthy. See e.g. Smith's repeated critique of Grenz for rejecting correspondence theories of tmth.
R. Scott Smith, "Crucial Issues for Stanley Grenz's Linguistically Constructed Theology," n 53rd
National Conference ofthe Evangelicol Theological Society (Colorado Springs: Theological Research
Exchange Network, 2001), R. Scott Smith, "Hauerwas, Grenz and Kallenberg, and Problems with
Linguistic, Embodied Apologetics," in Southwestern Regional Conference of the Evangelical
Theological Sociely (Dallas, Texas: Theological Research Exchange Network, 2003), Smith, "Post-
Conservatives, Foundationalism, and Theological Truth: A Critical Evaluation."
uu Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 163-165,
67 Usually when foundationalism is spoken of in theology it refers to a theory of knowledge grounded
in a belief (a foundation) that cannot be called into question. Everything springs from this foundation of
belief which is immune from challenge. Views of coherence iue seen to move beyond foundationalism
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4.4 RESPONSES TO GRENZ' VIEWS OF SCRIPTT]RE

Responses to Grenz have been varied.

Don Carson is dismissive of Grenz.In his book The Gagging of God, he includes his brief

analysis of Grenz in a section with the discouraging title "Playing Loose with the Bible."68

Accusing Grenz of following Schleiermacher in adopting scripture, tradition and culture as

the sources of theology, he disregards the approach as being'oto say the least, decidedly

unhelpful."6e He notes the "extraordinary complexities of linking Scripture and tradition" and

then becomes somewhat patronizing, suggesting that *Grenz has read enough to recognize

that the interpreter cannot escape his or her own culture" but in selecting culture as a source

for theology has not recognized "the minefield he has created for himself."7o

As Carson's critique is little more than bluster, being dismissive without seriously engaging

the ideas presented, it is diffrcult to know how to respond. On the one hand, Carson is a

respected evangelical. If Grenz is to successfully revision evangelical theolory his work must

elicit a serious response from those who are the spokespeople for the movement. On the other

hand, taken as a whole, Carson's The Gagging of God should probably be placed in the same

category as David Well's No Placefor TruthTr and God in the Wasteland.T2 Both Wells and

Carson are concerned at the current state of evangelicalism, feeling that it has lost its way.

Like Grenz, they agree there is something seriously wrong within contemporary

evangelicalism. Whereas Grenz responds by suggesting an altered or revisioned agendq they

react by suggesting a return to the past.73 For each, however, there is unease with the current

status quo.

because they allow a dynamic back and forth between basic beliefs and those that flow from the
foundation, and also allow for beliefs to be seen as strengthened on the basis oftheir coherence with
other related beliefs.
6t D.A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts Pluralism(Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
I 996), 480-488.
u'rbid., +gt.
to tbid.
7r David F. Wells, No Placefor Truth or Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theologt? (Grand

$apids: Eerdmans, I993).
'' David F. Wells, God in the Wqsteland: The Reality of Truth in a World of Fading Dreams (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, I 994).
" Carson would deny that this is his response, and in a later article writes that no one has "the right to
hunker down in traditional modemist epistemology and feel justified in mere cultural conservatism."
However, the acidity of his attacks on alternatives makes it hard to reach any other conclusion. D.A.
Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenz's Renewing the Center," n Reclaiming the
Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul
Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004),54.
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Carson has subsequently written a fuller critique of Grenzn focusing specifically on Grenz'

book Renewing the Center. His broad critique is that Grenz has embraced a fundamentally

flawed antithesis embraced by postmodernism, viz., o'either we can know something

absolutely and omnisciently, or our 'knowledge' of that thing is nothing more than a social

construction that has the most doubtful connection with reality, i.e., with the thing in itself.'o?a

Carson is quick to remind us that "nuanced alternatives abound to the absolute antithesis so

beloved of postrnoderns and everywhere assumed by Grenz."?5 Suggesting that Grenz is

uncritically influenced by Lindbeck, he attacks what he reads as Grenzo denial of an

extratextual referentiality in scripture, and sharply retorts,

We are not saved by ideas (doctrines) that are merely the discourse rules of
the believing community. We are saved by the realities to which those ideas
refer. Anyhing else is a merely intellectualist game, and is not the gospel.76

Carson's conclusion is thus inevitable, "Grenz's reformulation of the doctrine of scripture is

so domesticated by postmodern relativism that it stands well and truly outside the evangelical

camp (whether 'evangelical' is here understood theologically or socially/historically)."77

Carson's response is not promising. It suggests a "giveno' in the minds of evangelicals,

deviation from which means rejection. If the instinctive inclination of many (representative)

evangelicals is rejection of the new, any project aimed at revisioning the movement is

doomed to failure. Howevero Dorrien is hopeful and suggests that the combative stance

which once characterized the movemen! is on the decline. He writes, o'Today, within a

significant segment of evangelical theology, the conception of theolory as polemical or

tournament is receding. The confrontational spirit of fundamentalist evangelicalism is giving

way to the discourse of a generous orthodoxy."78

Contra Dorrien, Millard Erickson has developed a sustained critique of Grenz' view of
scripture.Te While acknowledging the value of reaffirming the Spirit's role in illumination,

to Ibid., 46.
tt rbid.
tu lbid.. 49.
tt mia., so.
tt Gary Dorrien, The Remaking of Evangelical Theologt (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
1998',),209.
tn Millard J. Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconserttative Evangelical Theolog,t
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997).In Renewing the Center Grenz cites Erickson as the successor to C;l
Henry, and is essentially appreciative of his work. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt
in a Post-Theological Era, ll8-134. Erickson's largely rejecting stance toward Grenz's work is
therefore not encouraging. However, Grenz does note a "drifting to the right" in Erickson's more recent
work, and accuses him of inconsistency over time. Grena Renauing the Center: Evangelical Theologt
in a Post-Theological Era, 133. Citing Garett's work on Erickson, he notes that whereas in 1983
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Erickson is concerned that the approach adopted by "postconservative evangelicals" links the

acceptance of the divine authority of scripture to a subjective experience.to He is troubled by

"their rejection of objective proofs for the inspiration and authority of the Bible.'8r He links

the views to "an increased openness toward the theology of Karl Barth'and sees signs of
Barth's nonpropositional or personal view of revelation.s2 The critique is partly applicable to

Grenzo but is modified by his qualification that interpretation is by and for the community of
God. The dangers inherent in a radical individualism are therefore reduced.

What is critique for one theologian sometimes leads to commendation by another. Dorrien,

like Erickson, sees distinct Barthian tones in Grenz' doctrine of scripture, but for him this is a

positive development. Lamenting that Barth's subordination of the biblical text to revelation

and the work of the Spirit had been repeatedly denounced by evangelicals as heresy, he is

encouraged that evangelicals like Grenz are now speaking in words "very close" to Barth. He

notes, "It will undoubtedly take more than a generation for Barth's reputation to recover from

the critical pounding he took from evangelical leaders for decades, but today, the seeds ofa
new kind of evangelicalism are evident."83

In addition to being critical of Grenz for allowing Barthian insights to influence his theolory,

Erickson is critical of Grenz for making no distinction between scripture as a source and as a

norm for theology, and for using the two concepts interchangeably.8a Erickson suggests that

this leads to confusion over the concept of authority, and refers to his own distinguishing

between the legislative and the judicial authority of scripture, where he compares the

authority of scripture to the authority of the American houses of Congress to produce

legislation, while the judiciary (which he compares to the role or authority of reason) decides

on the meaning of the legislation.ss Erickson is concerned that the modification of evangelical

views on inerrancy will lead to the modification of other doctrines as well.t6 While Erickson

Erickson had written in favour of the use of sources in addition to the Bible in theological consfuction,
in 1997 he criticizes theologians (including Grenz) for making use of such additionafsources. Grenz
appears to approve of Garrett's conclusion that "Erickson himself evidences a shift from
Evangelicalism toward Fundamentalism." James Leo Garrett Jr., "Review of the Evangelical Left.,,'
Southwestern Journal of Theologt 42, no. I ( 1 999): 9 1 , cited in Grenz, Renewing the benter:
Evangelical Theology in a Post-Theological Era, 134. The readiness of evangelicilr to accuse each
o^ther of being left or right, liberal or fundamentalist, should be noted.
"" Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theologt,84. Grenz is
one of a small cluster of theologians Erickson is evaluating at this stage in the book.tttbid.
E2 lbid., 77 . He is not being fair to Barth at this point, as Barth emphasizes community more than
Erickson is willing to acknowledge. See Harmon: 596-59g.
83 Dorrien. 203.

I Pt"$gl, The Euangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theologt, 86.
"' See Ericks on, Christian Theologt, 257 .
o" Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theologt,86.
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cautiously concludes that Grenz and the other theologians he is reviewing have not "moved so

far as to surrender the right to be called evangelicals" he cautions that "such movement

cannot be unlimited."8?

Douglas Groothuis finds Grenz' rejection of a propositional approach to scripture confused.

He also suggests that at times Grenz is ambiguous, noting that, 'oAt points, Grenz seems to

give up or at least dilute the notion of propositional tmth. At other points, he simply

minimizes its relevance for postrnodern situations."ss

Groothuis is especially critical of Grenz for adopting George Lindbeck's concept that

theolory makes second order propositions deriving from religious experience and communal

life. He argues that if doctrinal tnrths only apply within the community, they cannot

normatively refer to reality outside the community. He writes,

If the rule theory is correct, the doctrine of a Buddhist community and the
doctrine of a Christian community cannot contradict each other, since they
refer only to internal practices or rules of those respective communities, and
not to objective truths expressed in propositions. But since both communities
do lay claim to final realities outside themselves, this cannot be the case.Ee

Contra Grenz, Groothuis goes on to argue that theological propositions should have first-order

status in theolory and life, and that while community and experience will shape our

theologies in various ways, in the first instance theology should be derived from scripture.

Revealed truths should be articulated theologically and provide the guide for life for the

Christian community. Grenz would not necessarily disagree. The issue highlighted by

Groothuis is that at times Grenz seems to speak with different voices. Grenz can for example

write, "The contemporary sifuation demands that we as evangelicals not view theologr

merely as the restatement of a body of propositional truths, as important as doctrine is.o'eo In

another article Grenz writes, "I readily admit that propositions are important. lndeed,

theology is an intellectual discipline and therefore has a cognitive dimension."el He does,

however, immediately qualifo his statement, 'T.{everthless, the end of theolory is not the

compiling of correct assertions in and for themselves. And the intent of the conclusions we

reach through theological reflection moves beyond knowledge understood in the modern,

tt Ibid., l4z.
88 Douglas Groothuis, "The Postmodemist Challenge to Theology," Themelios 25, no. I (1999): S.
tn lbid.: lo.
n0 Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Tfuenty First Century,79.
'' Stanley J. Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theologr in the Postmodem Context," Diadaskalia 9,
no.2 (1998): 6.
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objectivist sense.ooe2 Groothuis questions if it is really possible to hedge one's bets both ways.

Affirming the importance of doctrine stated as a series of propositional truths while also

embracing a view that sees theology as a second-order endeavour seems to Groothuis to be

"confused." He writes, 'o'Propositions themselves' either express truth or they do not. There is

no middle option."e3

Groothuis' critique must be evaluated. Grenz is a more careful theologian than Groothuis

acknowledges. While Grenz allows for a category of objective propositionaltmth, following

his doctoral mentor, Pannenberg, he argues that truth is ultimately eschatologically mediated.

In the interim, theology is a second order endeavour. Grenz seeks to transcend simple

correspondence theories of truth, opting for coherentism, where rather than seeking for an

undisputed foundation for truth (e.g. an inerrant Bible, as many evangelicals have argued),

truth is seen as a web where insights link together coherently. The stronger the web (and it is

strengthened through overlaps, comparable insights being reached through sometimes

differing pathways, different layers of agreement and so on) the stronger the truth claim.

Ultimately, however, Grenz argues that he holds to eschatological realism, where the end is

the final arbiter of truth.ea

While eschatological realism is hard to refute, evangelicals such as Groothuis argue that it is

not necessary to delay confirmation of tmth claims, and that the doctrine of revelation and the

conviction that the Spirit not only illuminates the scriptures but is also their author and

inspirer, is the foundational truth upon which evangelical theological method is built. Such

critics feel that Grenz is delaying doctrinal certainty, and argue that the eschaton will not

reveal a reality different from the one revealed in the Bible.es

Carson's critique of Grenz' use of eschatological realism follows similar lines. He writes,

...one might reasonably ask how one lorcws that the eschatological reality
will put everything to rights. One knows this only because of the specific
revelation that has been given us in Scripture. But the same Scripture gives us
revelation about the past and presen! too, and about atemporal truths. If we
can know enough about the future, through Scripture, to let it ground our
epistemology (even though our knowledge of that future is not omniscient),
why not say something similar about other things that are revealed in
Scripture?e6

'2lbid.
e3 Groothuis: 9.
ea See e.g. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,
38-46.
e5 Groothuis.
et Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenz's Renewing the Center," 4849.
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Carson's critique has some substance. While in theory a focus on the telos of human existence

and eschatological reality has appeal, in practice it is difficult to be dogmatic about what

eschatological reality will entail. Assertions must either be from scripture, or some other

source or sources. While the awareness of the eschaton should lead to tentativeness in all

theological statements, the same applies to all statements about the eschaton itself.

Archie Spencer, while not focusing specially on Grenz' views of scripture, laments what he

considers to be Grenz' "apparent ambiguity in his proposals for a revised theological

method."eT Grenz writes a lively reply to Spencer in which he extols the virtue of ambiguity.e8

The accusation of ambiguity is made by others. Erickson suggests that Grenz appe.lrs to reject

certain evangelical doctrines but then backtracks and claims allegiance to them. He writes that

"It is tlerefore often difficult to determine precisely what he does hold on a given doctrinal

issue.o'ee Kovach complains of Grenz' writing style and accuses him of being "evasive in

taking specific positions on doctrinal matters"l00 and later talks of Grenzo "characteristically

noncommittal fashion."ror A comparable accusation is made by Carson who complains that

"the jargon is so thick and fuzzy that I am uncertain if anything substantial or precise is being

said" and goes on to accuse Grenz of raising o'the fine art of sidestepping crucial questions to

an annoying level."lo2

Grenz' response to Spencer is probably akin to the one he would make to Erickson and

Kovach. Initially he suggests that Spencer finds his work ambiguous because he has "a less-

than-adequate understanding of what I am attempting to accomplish.'nr03 Certainly Spencer

displays a poor grasp of Grenz' work when he suggests that Grenz is proposing "new

boundaries for evangelical theology,"lo4 given that Grenz specifically addresses what he

e7 Archie J. Spencer, "Culture, Community and Commitments: Stanley J. Grenz on Theotogical
Method," Scottish Journal of Theologt 5T, no. 3 (2004): 339. While critical at points, Spencer is often
appreciative in his assessment of Grenz.
tE Stanley J. Grenz, "The Virtue of Ambiguity: A Response to Archie Spencer," Scottish Journal of
Theologt 57, no. 3 (2004X
" Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Posteonsemative Evangelical Theologt, l0l .

'"" Stephen D. Kovach, "Christ as Community: tnclusivism and the Theological Method of Stanley J.
Grenz," n 49th National Conference of the Evangelical Theological Society (Santa Clara, Ca:
Theological Research Exchange Network, 1997), 3.

'o' Ibid] z.

'ot Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenz's Renewing the Center," 53.
'"' Grenz, "The Viffue of Ambiguity: A Response to Archie Spencer," 361.
lon Spencer: 339. In fairness to Spencer, it could be noted that he is probably correct in his assessment
that the response to the ambiguity of what constitutes a boundary marker for evangelicalism tends to
divide evangelicals into those who fear for the dissolution of the movement (traditionalists like
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considers to be the inadequacy of drawing boundaries in a journal article dedicated to the

topic.r0s The closing comment of Grenz' reply to Spencer is important: "I must admit that by

its very nature, theology will always be beset by a kind of ambiguity. Indeed, a proper

ambiguity can be one of the theologian's greatest virtues.,'106

Perhaps we can defend Grenz differently. If his theological method can be reduced to a series

of neat propositions he is guilty of the propositional reductionism he attempts to transcend.

But Grenz cannot be adequately understood without first sensing the ethos of his writing or
the broadly engaging vision which he pursues. Thus, for exampleo when Erickson

sarcastically titles his chapter reviewing Grenz' work on postmodernism Io Boldty Go Where

No Evangelical Has Gone Before,r0T one quickly realizes the different contexts each writes
for. ln spite of his efforts to be fair, a sense of reproach for attempting a project like
"revisioning evangelical theology" regularly reaks out from Erickson.r08

While this style of defence of Grenz may seem intuitive, it is not without support. Robert

Webber selects Grenz as the representative theologian for what he calls'othe younger

evangelicals," while suggesting that Carl Henry is representative of traditional evangelicals

and Gilbert Bilezikianr'e of pragmatic evangelicals. webber writes,

The younger evangelical is at odds with the traditionar and pragmatic
evangelical when it comes to theological method. The methbd ortn"
traditionalists is to treat theology as a science, subject, as all other sciences
are, to the empirical method. Through an analysis of the data of revelation,
one could be brought to propositional truth. Theology, the traditionalist says,
is a system of objective truth understood in the mind. The pragmatists, on ihe
other hand, are not theologians and care little for tlte nuanCes of theological
thinking. They tend to reduce theology to Christianity 101 to make it cliar
and understandable to the seeker.

The younger evangelical sees theology as a way to understand the world. It is
an understanding based on the biblical narative. This is the approach to faith
that has captured the postrnodern mind. postmoderns have abandoned the
modern worldview in which the supremacy of interpretation is given to

Erickson, Carson and Wells) and those who see it as a sign of a renaissance in evangelical theology
(reformists like Grenz) (338).
t05 Stanley J. Grenz, "bie Begrenae Gemeinschaft ("the Boundaried people") and the Character of
Evargelical rheolos/," Journal of the Evangelical Theological society 45,na.2 (2002).
'"" Grenz, "The Virrue of Ambiguity: A Response to Archie Spencer,'i 364.tot Erickson,.The Evangelical Lift:-Encountiing Postconservative Evangelical Theologt.
'"" Erickson is a product of modernity. His work is filled with lists that fust state the pr6s of the

l$*i:" being reviewed, followed by a comparable list of concerns. The concens usually win the day.'"' Bilezikian served as theological advisor to Bill Hybels, founder of the large and successful
Willowcreek Church. The Willowcreek movement epitomizes pragmatic evigelicalism (does it
work?).
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science. In this context younger evangelicals are calling us to see the world
primarily through the Christian story.rr0

Webber's insights are helpful and raise the question of whether some of the opposition to

Grenz is generational rather than theological. Indeed it could be that Grenz has successfully

revisioned evangelical theology for younger evangelicals while being unacceptable to

traditional evangelicals. If so Grenz' influence is likely to increase as'lounger evangelicals"

come into their own and the influence of traditional evangelicals recedes.lll

Other responses to Grenz' view on the Bible and revelation should be considered.

David Neff, while largely appreciative of Grenz, is surprised that Grenz "is strangely silent on

the Bible, yet does not hesitate to turn to sociological theory" and finds it'ocurious that no

attention is paid to the Christian account of how we know what we know about 6o6.:,112

Grenz' failure to develop the classic evangelical apologetic for revetation does lead to some

reservations. It is not that Grenz is necessarily opposed to classic formulations, but more that

he wishes to rectifu what he perceives as the neglected role of both the Spirit and the

community in receiving and interpreting scripture. He attempts to shift the weighting given to
different insights, rather than necessarily denying classic evangelical formulations.

David Allen probably best summarizes the reservation about Grenz' position amongst

traditional evangelicals. He notes that in Theologtfor the Commzmity of God,Grenz affrms
a threefold connection between revelation and the Bible. The first is that the Bible is

revelation in a derivative sense. The second is that it is revelation in a functional sense. The

third is that it is revelation in that it mediates a proper understanding of God's essence. It is
not what Grenz affirms that is especially troubling to Allen, but what he fails to affirm. Allen
writes, "Thus, for Grenz, the Bible is derivatively, functionally, and mediately revelation, but

it is not ontologically revelation."l13 Accusing Grenz of advocating a'oBarthian position,"

Allen elaborates on his concern with this approach,

rro webber, gl-92.
t" Not that one should fully relate age to being a'!ounge/'or "traditional" evangelical. But it does
reflect the more subjective and attitudinal issues that affect the movement. An example of a o.youngef'
but "traditional" evangelical is R. Albert Mohler, Jr. Under 40 when elected as the n-inth president of
the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, his influential tenure has taken the seminary in a markedly
more conservative direction than his predecessors. He has also been inJluential in the restructuing of
1*!*l!:l-!!-plir, Denomination. Again, the direcrion has been markedly to the right.
"' David Neff, "Gen-X Apologetics: Passing on the Faith to Those Raised on Star fars Spirituality,"
Christianity Today, no. 26 April (1999):93.
"' David L' Allen, "A Tale of Two Roads: Homiletics and Biblical Authority.," Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 43, no. 3 (2000): 494.
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Barth may consider the Biblical idea of Satan to be false, while we consider it
to be an accurate reflection of the Word of God in the written words of
Scripture. Who arbitrates such disputes? In Barthian theolory, there is no one
to arbitrate; the epistemological foundations have been undercut.rra

Allen is not willing to view a Barthian approach to scripture as being compatible with an

evangelical position. He expresses his view emphatically,

This reluctance on the part of many within the fold of evangelicalism to
equate Scripture with the Word of God in an ontological sense is at the heart
of the issue of Biblical authority and was once the hallmark distinction
between evangel ical and non-evangel ical theolo gians. Barth' s dichotomy
between the Word of God and the words of Scripture is indeed a sinister
dichotomy for theology, and since it is not supported by Scripture itself must
be rejected by evangelicals. It belongs to the right wing of postliberalism, not
the left wing of evangelicalism.ll5

Although Erickson was willing to concede that Grenz and other theologians of the

evangelical left had not "moved so far as to surrender the right to be called evangelicals,"l16

Allen's assessment is different. While recognizing that Grenz and others with similar views

are considered to be within the evangelical camp, he assigns them to the "right wing of

postliberalis-.rrr17 All this is not promising, but must be modified by more appreciative

voices.

Roger Olson in comparing the theological method of Grenz and Kevin Vanhoozer refers to

what he sees as the common concern for both, 'oto provide a postfoundationalist vision for a

truly Christ-and Bible-centered evangelical approach to theological reflection and doctrinal

construction:rr18 un6 later writes that both "emphasize the constitutional-regulative authority

of Scripture.-rre While Olson's evaluation that Grenz provides a Bible--centred and

evangelical approach would hearten traditional evangelicals, his qualification that it is the

"constitutional-regulative authority of Scriptureoo that Grenz stresses is not as encouraging.

Unlike most evangelicals, Grenz notes the almost self-evident insight that as the constituting

book of the Christian community, the Bible is guaranteed a place of honour.r20 This however

ttn [bid.: 496.

"t Ibid.
ttuErickson, 

The Evangelical Left: EncounteringPostconservative EvangelicalTheologt,l4T.
rr7 Allen: 496.
ttt Roger E. Olson, "Reforming Evangelical Theology," tn Evangelical Futures: A Cowersqtion on
Theological Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000),204.
"n tbid]- zos.
tzo Grenzwrites, "Yet all such attempts to establish the role of Scripture, whether or not they are
successful, are ultimately unnecessary. In engaging in the theological task, we may simply assume the
authority of the Bible on the basis of the integral relation of theolory to the faith community. Because
the Bible is the universally acknowledged book of the Chdstian church, the biblical message functions
as the central norm for the systematic articulation of the faith of that community. Consequently the
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merely points to the functional role of the Bible within the Christian community. Grenz'

reluctance to assign the Bible supreme authority as the witness to God's revelation is a source

of disquiet to traditional evangelicals. Ontologically, evangelicals traditionally claim far more

for scripture, and Grenz' apparent side step of this issue is unlikely to be acceptable to them.

Writing from a Pentecostal perspective, Cross credits Grenz for stimulating his thought on the

contribution Pentecostal theology can make to evangelical theology.ttt M*y of the concerns

raised by Cross are echoes of Grenz. As a Pentecostal theologian he has no need to be

persuaded of the importance of the Spirit's role in illuminating the scriptures. While more

ready to assign a role to experience as a source for theolory than Grenz,r22 he validly notes

that a subjective experience "if bolstered by a text, a community and the Spirit" is essentially

what Grenz calls for.rz3 In that Pentecostalism is the growing wing of the evangelical

movemenl support for Grenz from a prominent Pentecostal theologian is significant. On the

other hand, given that the classification of Pentecostals as evangelicals is itself controversial,

such support further marginalizes Grenz in the thinking of some traditional evangelicals.r2a

The research proposition is "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theology." Historically, scripture has been viewed as the key source for

evangelical theolory. Grenz is willing to assign scripture the role of the oonorming norm" and

as the key player in the theological edifice that results from the "insightful conversation'o

between scripture, tradition and culture. He believes that this interplay will "construct a truly

helpfu I evangelical theolory."r25

divine nature of Scripture or its status vis-d-vis revelation need not be demonstrated in the
prolegomenon to theology. Sufficient for launching the systematic-theological enterprise is the nature
of theolory itself as the reflection on the faith of the community. And sufficient for the employment of
the Bible in this task is its status as the book of the community." Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical
Theolog,t: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,94.
''' Terry L. Cross, "A Proposal to Break tle Ice: What Can Pentecostal Theolory Offer Evangelical
Theology," Journal of Pentecostal Theologt I 0, no. 2 (2002): 45.
"" Greru argues that experience must be assessed by the three primary sources for theolory, the Bible,
tradition and culture. While allowing for a more subjective @arthian) interpretation of scripture, he
qualifies this by passing illumination through a communal rather than individual, gnd. In other words,
g:nuine illumination by the Spirit is recogrized by the faith community, not just the individual.
'" Cross: 52.
tto In essence the issue revolves around the, o'Is the 'Wesleyan-holiness' movement an authentic part of
evangelical history?" question. Grenz argues that it is. Cross is also aware of the dilemm4 writing a
Iittle tongue in cheek, 'Some may find the phrase o'Pentecostal theology''to be an oxymoron: how can a
movement based on experience have any substantive theological reflection to offer?' Ibid.: 47. He
notes the problem evangelicals have in the historical placement of Pentecostalism in footnote 3 (4647)
and again in footnote 4 (4748).
'" Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theolory in the Postmodern Context," 9.
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He does, however, qualiff his understanding of the role of scripture. While willing to
acknowledge that the propositional approach'ohas certain advantages,rl26 6" shesses that

"evangelical modernists risk collapsing the Spirit into the words of the Bible, or more

specifically,into our exegesis of the words of the Bible.'nrz?

To enable the journey from "What does the text say?" to "what does the Spiritintend to say

through scripture to us in our contexl" he suggests that the focus should shift from the

doctrine of inspiration to illumination.rzs Acknowledging the subjectivity inherent in such an

emphasis, he qualifies this by acknowledging that illumination is communally rather than

individually mediated.

Objections to the approach have been noted. Perhaps the most significant criticism is that

Grenz never makes clear the relationship between the words of the biblical text, the

communicative intent of the author and the work of the Spirit.r2e While Grenz' desire to avoid

a static approach to scripture is both understandable and commendable, simply arguing that
the Spirit appropriates the biblical text and makes it authoritative for a Christian community is

not likely to convince "evangelical modernists." The objections are not hard to understand. It
is possible to cite many examples of sincere communities of Christians whose belief that the

Spirit led them through the scriptures is not shared by other sincere communities of believers.
At this point one has to make a decision on what basis one discriminates between the two.l30

Amongst evangelicals the debate usually takes place at a hermeneutical level. In other words,
the conviction that there is an objective meaning behind the text has dominated evangelical

thought. Grenz himself recognizes and apparently accepts this. His book on homosexuality

Welcoming but Not Affirming istitled contra those churches who felt led by the scriptures

and the Spirit to be o'welcoming 
and affirming" churches. This book is used as a case studv of

Grenzn method in chapter 7, and gives greater clarity as to the application of Grenz'

theological method. r3r

126 Ibid.
ttt lbid.: 9-lo.
t28 [bid.: lo.t" Grenz'work in this regard would be enriched by interacting with Kevin Vanhoozer,s work on the
relationship between scripture, the Spirit and authority. Kevinl. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in the
Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Moratity of Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1998).
tto Assuming thal on9 accepts that the scriptures and Spirit lead the church in a consistent direction, and
that what is 'otrutho' for one group is not..untruth,' for another.r3r 

Safeguards fiom a traditinaf evangelical perspective.
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4.s FOrrR EVALUATIVE QUESTTONS

The opening chapter of this thesis suggests that the proposition "that Stanley Grenz,

theological method effectively revisions evangelical theolory" be tested against four key

questions:

l) Does Grenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

construction?

2) Is Grenz' theological method coherent and credible?

3) Does Grenz' method genuinely revision evangelical theologfl

4) Is Grenz' method effective in revisioning evangelical theology?

I will modiff these questions marginally so that they focus on the way Grenz revisions the use

of scripture in theological construction. The evaluation must be seen as initial as it will be

supplemented in chapter 5 by Grenz' revisioning of the sources of tradition and culture and in
chapter 6 by an evaluation of Grenz' use of the themes of rrinity, community and

eschatology in his revisioning of theology's focal motifs, as well as by the assessment of the

application of his method in the case study in chapter 7. These four appraisals then form the

basis for the extension of Grenz' method suggested in chapter g.

4.5.1 Does Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture make an original contribution to
evangelical theological construction?

Section 4.3 explores Grenz' proposal of the way scripture should function as a source for
theology and section 4.4 collates the lively and varied response the model has elicited.

Given the strength of the largely negative response to Grenz' proposals on scripture, it seems

reasonable to conclude that the evangelical community has detected something that, if not
original, is at least different in Grenz' approach to scripture. [n suggesting originality as a key

indicator, it was noted that it could mean "original within this community.,"rt

Grenz' pneumatologically mediated approach to scripture, with the proposal that the Spirit
speaks through the scripfures to the community, with the contextually embedded community

entrusted with the task of discerning what constitutes the authentically Spirit illuminated

scripture for the community, has led to concerns being expressed on several fronts. Some

major related refrains include that the approach is subjective (and has Barthian overtones) as
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well as that it undermines the concept of the authority of scripture by taking the locus of
authority from the text and placing it within the contextualized, Spirit guided, community of
faith. In addition, his suggestion that the authority of the Bible be linked to the formative role

it played in the establishment ofthe Christian community, is not a view usually developed by

evangelicals. We will evaluate each in turn.

The question of the basis for the authority of theological claims has long been important in

evangelical circles, with the typical evangelical response being that authoritative theological

statements flow from an inspired and inerrant Bible. Any other claims are seen, at best, as

tentative and speculative. Grenz is well aware of this tendency within evangelicalism,'33 but

notes that what he calls the "cognitive doctrinal" emphasis within the new evangelicalism

went hand in hand with an emphasis on "the practical-experiential."l3a A comparable contrast

he notes is between the "propositional" approach to scripture and the impulse towards

"convertive pief" that shapes evangelicalism.t3s In describing these two trends, and by taking

special care to demonstrate that the subjective, devotional approach to scripture constitutes a

valid historical trajectory for evangelicalism, Grenz establishes historical grounds for his

more subjective approach to scripture as a source for theology. Whilst wishing to correct what

he sees as an overemphasis on propositional approaches to scripture, the question to be raised

is whether he allows the pendulum to swing too far in the opposite direction.

Grenz' stress that the concept of the inspiration of scripture by the Spirit must be

accompanied by a corresponding emphasis on the Spirit's illumination of the text, is what

shifts the subject-object locus in his theolory. So long as we have an inspired text to study,

the theologian can approach scripture as an objective text whose message can be interpreted

and explained.I4 however, the focus shifts to scripture as a Spirit illuminated text

dynamically interacting with the life of the individual or community, the static 'given' of the

text is replaced by uncertainty, ambiguity and the subjectivity of a required response. The

approach has distinctly Barthian overtones where the Word of God shifts from being

authoritatively inspired Word to divinely illuminated Word.In this sense, the Word of God

becomes the Word of God in the interaction with a particular person or community.r36

tl3 ror example he writes: "Nowhere is neo-evangelicalism's genesis in fundamentalism more evident
than in its theology. The fundamentalist acceptance of the Princeton understanding of inspiration,
especially Warfield's formulation of inerrancy, gave a particular nineteenth-century cast to neo-
evangelicalism's emphasis on biblical authority." Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt
in.a Post-Theologicil Era, 83.
"'Ibid.. 94.

ll] ffr" argument is developed in Renewing the Center.Ibid., 53-g4.
''" Grenz is well aware of the reservation evangelicals have of Barth, and especially of the subjectivity
implicit within his approach. He writes: "several recent theologies of Word and Spirit have come close
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While it is true that earlier evangelicals were suspicious of what they would consider to be a

Barthian approach to the text, in practice they have usually embraced the subjectivity implicit
in this approach.r3T Grenz has highlighted a gap between evangelical faith as experienced by

most evangelicals, and evangelical faith as described by its theologians. It is Grenz'

willingness to embrace an approach formerly rejected by evangelicals and suggesting that it
provides a pathway to the fufure, that causes Erickson to bemoan what he calls "category

slide,o'

...categories and terms have become quite elastic.I term one aspect of this,
"category slide.'o A person who was once considered neo-ofthodoxl38 may
now be termed evangelical and someone who formerly was clearly identified
as an evangelical may now be branded a fundamentalist, without the actual
views of the persons involved having changed in any significant way.t3e

Grenz would argue that this does not involve a shifting of terms, but an embracing of a fuller
understanding of the evangelical heritage. His interpretation of both the puritans and the

Pietists and of their approach to scripture, stresses the value they attached to scripture in the

shaping of their daily lives. Scripture was as much for the heart as it was for the head.lao

Without wishing to prejudice our final conclusion, we could perhaps tentatively suggest that

at this point Grenz has made an original conhibution to evangelical theolory by suggesting

theological categories to help understand evangelical experience. While it is true that he

draws from others to reach his conclusions, his contribution is original in that it proposes a

way beyond the head/ heart impasse that has seen a dichotomy between evangelical

theological propositions and evangelical practice and experience. r4t

It is the creativity of this approach, and in particular the dynamic role assigned to the Spirit,
that is appreciated by Cross who detects in Grenz' approach the possibility of a more dynamic

to subjectivism. Thinkers influenced by Karl Barth and neoorthodox Word of God tleologies routinely
differentiate between the Bible and the transcendent Word in a manner that seems to reduce biblical
authority to our subjective reception ofthe divine address that confronts us through the human words
of the Bible'" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt intr postmodern
Contut,67.
r3t.For.example, 

evangelical churches often allow times for people to testiDi to what God has been
doing in their life. Testimonies commonly revolve around how bod spoke io the person while they
w.ere reading the Bible. This is seen as a part of valid evangelical piety.
''o As Barth was usually categorized by evangelicals.Be Millard J. Erickson, "on F-lying in'ifreotolical Fog," tn Reclaiming the Center,ed. Millard J.

,E;gkso1 Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylror (wheaton: crossway]2004),324.
''" See Grenz' discussion of thi-s!n Renewing the Center. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical
Theologt in a Post-Theological Era,60-64.
''' As a counter to Grenz, it could be argued that he creates "straw men," artificially suggesting a
divide between doctrine and experience in pietism. See e.g. Travis.
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interrelationship between evangelical and Pentecostal theologr. Thus while Grenz runs the
risk of alienating some within the evangelical camp, he opens the door for others to enter in.

Given that the pneumatological focus of Grenz' doctrine of scripture will inevitably lead to a
greater subjectivity of interpretation, the next logical question surrounds the authority ofthe
text. For Grenz there are safeguards, first because the Spirit's voice is heard through the tex!
the text thus being the objective medium tluough which the Spirit speaks, and second,

because the text is not heard in isolation. The Spirit speaks to an embedded community of
faith which has the task of discerning the voice of the Spirit as it comes through scripture. The
local embedded community is, in tum, part of the wider community of all the saints, which
provides another layer of discernment.

The question of authority is important for Grenz, but he frames it in terms that are largely

novel within the evangelical community. Instead of arguing from an inerrant text, Grenz'
broader theological agenda is to devise a postfoundationalist approach to theology. The
traditional theological foundationalism inherent in the inerrancy debatera2 is seen by Grenz to
be doomed as part of the now past modern era.lo3 Theology in the postmodern era needs to be

postfoundationalis! springboarding from models of coherence. By suggesting scripture,

tradition and culture as sources for theology, Grenzargues that he strengtlens the claim for
authority, as the coherence detected between these three theological conversation partners

provides a stronger web of meaning (or authority) than a single plea to an inerrant text. This
motivation seems to be largely ignored by Grenz' critics, who read more sinister meanings

into Grenz' rejection of foundationalism. While it is true that some valid concerns are raised

about Grenz' understanding of foundationalism,laa the failure to grasp that Grenz' concern is

to develop a credible apologetic for a postmodern era, is unfortunate.las

lt2 That is, a foundationalist approach where everything stands or falls on the foundational proposition

l|rul 9od,hut. 
p.o.u!"g-? definitive and accurate (inenant) portrayal of himself in scriprure."" Moreland and De Weese e.g. challenge Grenz' assumpiion ttrat foundationalism is pass6, and go on

to argue for that they call a "modest foundationalism." J.P. Moreland and Garrett De *eese, "The
Premature Report of Foundationalism's Demise," n Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical
Accommodqtion in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, andlustin Taylor
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 90.
too Erickson 

,also disputes the demise of foundationalism, and suggests that what he calls ,.post-
postmodern theology" will embrace a neo-foundationalist upprou.h, as exemplified in the work of
\eforyed epistemologit]:1+ as Alvin Platinga and Nicholas Woiterstoff. 

'E 
i"k"on, "On Flying in

Theological Fog," 325, 330-33 1.
'" The 

^value 
of developing an apologetic for a postrnodem era is disputed by James parker III as he

argues for o'a certain (and perhaps soon) demise" of poshnodemism. iI" go"r on to predict that
posbrodernism "will be relegated to the realm of the curious but passd.;He detectithe emergence of a
transmodern era and writes, "Transmodernists affirm objective and normative truth without
capitulating to a naturalistic scientism, and they affirm true moral values and virfues.,, James parker III,
"A Requiem for Poshnodernism - Whither Now?," in Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical
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Another original feature of Grenz' approach is his claim that linking the question of authority

and inerrancy together is misguided because the authority of the Bible is guaranteed within

the Christian community by virtue of scripture's status as the founding text for the Church.ra6

Grenz argues that scripture is the identity-conferring text for the Christian community. While

there is a certain self-evident quality about this assertion, it suggests a significantly lower

authority than that usually claimed by evangelicals for scripture. Historically evangelicals

have linked the authority of the Bible to its divine inspiration. This guaranteed its absolute

truthfulness, as God does not lie. The emphasis was thus on its authoritative truthfulness

rather than on the functional role it played in the forming of the Christian church. lndeed, on

the basis of Grenz' logic it is difficult to understand why the Bible should be viewed as being

a greater authority than, for example, the Koran. While a novel proposal, and thus meeting the

criteria of originality, this aspect is unlikely to be accepted as an adequate apologetic for an

evangelical understanding of the Christian faith. One could argue that at this point Grenz

settles for a sociological rather than a theological understanding of scripture. It is hard to

dispute that scripture has served as an identity-conferring document for the church, but why it
should therefore automatically retain a privileged position in the community is tess clear. This

is especially so as though Grenz suggests scripture, tradition and culture as the sources for

theolory, he still argues that scripture is the ultimate norming norn.

Overall we can conclude that while not all have approved of Grenz' revisioned view of
scripture, it is sufficiently novel within the evangelical community to affirm that he has made

an original contribution.

4.5.2 Does Grenzn revisioning of the role of scripture reflect a theological method that is

coherent and credible?

For Grenz' theological method to have revisioned evangelical theolory it must be a coherent

and genuinely theological approach. Certainly this is Grenz' goal. Grenz and Franke complain

that "theological construction that seeks to take the biblical texts seriously routinely

degenerates into mere proof-textingo' and put forward their proposal for reading the Bible

theologically.laT Methodologically their approach is a rich mosaic of interacting with other

Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 307, 320.
'no See Grenz' discussion of this in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical
Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,94.
'"' Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundqtionalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Contact,89.
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theologians, the tradition of the church, scripture and a range of academic disciplines. Their

approach is certainly more compr€hensive than the proof-texting they seek to avoid.

Grenz' motivation for his revisioned understanding of the role of scripture in theological

construction is a mixture of theological and pragmatic concerns. On the one hand he devises a

method that moves beyond a static approach to scripture. The approach requires a post-

propositional approach to scripture and takes the role of the Spirit seriously. The link between

Word and Spirit is consistently affrmed in Grenz' method. However, there is also a

pragmatic agenda at work. Grenz wishes to tighten the link between theology and piety. ln my

opinion he is not fully successful, but simply affirms the importance of spirituality while not

rigorously thinking through the safeguards and provisos that need to be added. Others have

thought these through more carefully.ras This looseness in construction leaves Grenz

wlnerable to accusations of subjectivity. Claiming that communal discernment overcomes the

risk of subjectivity simply sidesteps the issue that both individuals and communities can be

subjective.

In spite of this concern, overall we can affirm that Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture

has theological integrity.

From a methodological perspective, Grenz' work is systematic and he outlines his method

clearly and implements it consistently. The initial evaluation of his methodological coherence

is therefore straightforward and affirming. In particular, his understanding of the role of
scripture is dynamic and interactive. It presupposes scripture as a player together with other

players, notably, the Spirit and the community of God.

However, at another level more profound probing is required. The questions arise because

Grenz desires to construct a method that moves beyond foundationalism and that is suitable

for a postmodem context. Paradoxically, the very tidiness of his system works against this.

As this becomes more apparent after analysing Grenz' understanding of the role of tradition

and culture in theological construction, I will defer the discussion to the parallel question in

chapter 5.5.2.

'ot Io. example, Yoder is much clearer on the way in which communal discernment can take place, and
outlines parameters for what he calls "the shape of conversation." John Howard yoder, The priestty
Kingdom: Social Ethics as Gospel (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame press, lg84),i9-
34.
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4.5.3 Does Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture contribute to the revisioning of
evangelical theology?

The question of whether Grenz' revisioning of evangeticalism's understanding of scripture is

both sufficiently continuous and discontinuous with the movement's traditional

understanding, should now be considered. If it is not sufficiently continuous, it is reasonable

to suggest that it no longer represents evangelical theology and therefore cannot be viewed as

a revisioning of the movement. If not sufficiently discontinuouso the question as to why this

should be classified as a genuine revisioning must be asked.

Some of the original features of Grenz' contribution were assessed in 4.6.1. The focus of this

discussion is therefore not whether Grenz has made an original conffibution, but whether

evangelical theolory can embrace his understanding of the role scripture plays both in

theological construction and in the life of the believing community, and continue to operate

with the label of evangelical theologt I have already cited Carson's conviction that Grenz'

approach to scripture cannot be viewed as evangelical.rae ln shor! is Carson right? If so, it
seryes as a definite obstacle to being able to affirm our thesis proposition.

If Grenz is correct that "the evangelical ethos is more readily 'sensed' than described

theologically'o the more subjective aspects of his pneumatologically mediated approach to

scripture can be affirmed as consistent with evangelical theology.lso Evangelical piety is quick

to affrrm the reality of the Spirit speaking and guiding through the scriptures. Traditionally

evangelicals have not only wanted to hear what the scriptures say, but what they are saying to

as (often more individually focused to what are they saying to me). Emphasising the role of
the Spirit in illuminating the scriptures is therefore not inherently problematic for

evangelicals.

The related question of subjective or idiosyncratic interpretations is an issue. For Grenz this is

resolved by communal illumination, which takes place both within the locally embedded

community and in conversation with the wider community through the radition of the church.

While evangelicals are not likely to oppose this insight, they have usually added an additional

safeguard, that of the objectivity of the biblical text which is guaranteed by its divine

inspiration. The Spirit's illumination will never contradict the Spirit's initial inspiration, or,

put differently, biblical exegesis and hermeneutics will harmonise (where exegesis is

t4e Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts pluralism,4gl.
''" Crenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,3l.
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understood as the objective meaning of the textrsr and hermeneutics its application in a

specific context). While Grenz does not dispute this, he does not give prominence to it. This

then becomes the underlying unease that causes Allen to claim that "for Grenz, the Bible is

derivatively, functionally, and mediately revelation, but it is not ontologically revelation."rs2

Allen is overstating his case.rs3 Grenz does not write in an either/or style. He focuses on areas

he believes have been underdeveloped. Grenz' analysis is that evangelicals have paid enough

attention to the inspiration of scripture and that their focus now needs to turn to the

illumination of scripture. That does not mean that he negates the insights drawn from the

earlier focus on the inspiration of scripture.l5a

Overall, while we have noted opposition to Grenz' views of scripture, analysed as a whole,

they are continuous with the evangelical tradition, though they suggest a refocusing of
attention onto some areas that Gretu considers to have been neglected. In summary form,

Grenz has articulated a path beyond the usual evangelical trio of scripture interpreted by an

individual believer through the illumination of the indwelling Spirit to a more holisitic view

of scripture interpreted by the faith community in the light of the tradition of the church as

illuminated by the Spirit. This can be affirmed as contributing towards a genuine revisioning

of evangelical theology.

4.5.4 Is Grenz' revisioning of the role of scripture effective?

The question now focuses on the likelihood of Grenz' revisioning of scripture being effective.

A key indicator is the probability of Grenz' views being embraced by evangelicals.

While Grenz is attracting increasing interest from evangelical authors,l5s much of it is critical.

Perhaps more significantly, he is now sometimes labelled as the leading representative of
postconservative evangelicalism. Taylor describes postconservative evangelicals as,

...self-professed evangelicals seeking to revision the theology, renew tle
center, and transform the worshipping community of evangelicalism,

r5r Or the authorial intent of the text.
r52 Allen: 494.

'_t' Crenz srrggests that a comparable accusation of "a subjectivist underslanding of the presence of the
divine Word 1fu'srrgh the Bible" which has been made against Bloesch, represents a misreading of
Bloesch. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,68.
r5o In much the same way as hi does not negate the value oralropositi6nal approach to scripture, but
wishes to find models that extend beyond propositionalism.ttt Prior to 2000, there were not many references to his work. Since then, there has been a significant
increase. One example is the 2004 publication of Reclaiming the Center, which gives Grenz the
dubious honor ofhaving fourteen leading evangelical scholars combine together to produce what is
essentially a rebuttal text of his Renewing the Center. Erickson, Helseth, and Taylor, eds., Reclaiming
the Center: confronting Evangelical Accommodation in postmodern Times.
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cognizant of the postmodern globalcontext within which we live. They
desire a'ogenerous orthodoxy" that would steer a faithful course between the
scylla of conservative-traditionalism and the charybdis of liberal-
progressivism.l56

While acknowledging the risk of oversimplification, Taylor suggests that "Stanley Grenz is

postconservatism's Professor, Brian Mclaren its Pastor, and Roger Olson and Robert Webber

its Publicists."l5T

Such recognition can be seen in two lights. On the one hand it is a clear acknowledgment that

Grenz is seen as an influential thinker within evangelicalism. On the other hand, it suggests

that Grenz is being marginalized as a representative of a particular type of evangelicalism.

Labels both empower by recognition and disempower by limiting people to the parameters of
the label. If the latter is the case, Grenz is finding a niche for a particular brand of thinking
within the broad family of evangelicalism, but it could not be argued that he has revisioned

the entire movement.

If we ask for which sectors of evangelicalism is Grenz' revisioning likely to effective, tbree

groups can be listed. First are those Webber labels as 'lounger evangelicals,"r5s second is

those Taylor describes as "postconservative evangelicalsrrse *6 third is Pentecostal

evangelicals.l6OIf one accepts Pentecostalism as the nafural extension of the Wesleyan-

Holiness stream within evangelicalism, this rapidly growing group could be the largest

segment within evangelicalism. We did, however, note Smith's stance that Pentecostal

theologian s shou ld di stance themselves from evangel ical theology. I 6 I

An underlying question that springboards from this is if evangelicalism is too broad a

movement to be revisioned in its entirety. This moves beyond the question of Grenz' method,

and is not within his control. Rather than finding the pathway for evangelical theolory, it is
probable that one will have to settle for a pathway that sorne evangelicals will happily travel.

tr6 Justin Taylor, "An lntroduction to Postconservative Evangelicalism and the Rest of This Book,,, in
Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodition in postmodern Times,ed. Millard J.

PT:$9n Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor (wheaton: crossway, 2004), 18."' Ibid. Such categorizations are sometimes primarily descriptive, ai other times more evaluative.
Depending on the stance of the author, the same descriptor can be viewed as being affirmative or
pejorative. Taylor falts within the pejorative camp but Robert Webber comparably uses Grenz as the
lheological representative of'lounger evangelicals," and clearly intends it as a badge ofhonour.
Webber.92.
rs8 web6er.92.
rse Taylor. 18.
tlo fngre are significant overlaps between each ofthese three groups, but overall a distinct
classification for each is valid.
'u' Smith, "The Closing of the Book: Pentecostals, Evangelicals, and the Sacred Writings.,,
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This should not be seen to imply that any pathway will do. It needs to be one which is a

logical outflow from the trajectory evangelicalism has already followed.It would, for

example, be inconsistent if a pathway linked to the evangelical movement refused to give an

honoured voice to scripture in its theological construction.

4.6 CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored Grenz' understanding of the role of scripture as a source for
theology, and the varied responses his proposals have elicited. Because evangelicals attach so

much importance to scripture, this has been explored in some depth. [f Grenz'views on

scripture are not acceptable to the evangelical community, it is unlikely that he will be able to

revision evangelical theology, which would render the thesis proposition "that Stanley Grenz'

theologicalmethodology effective$ revisions evangelical tieolory," improbable.

In summary form, our response to our four evaluative questions as applied to Grenz'

proposals regarding scripture are:

l) Does Crenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

constnrction? Ies.

2) Is Grenz' theological method coherent and credible? Yes, though with minor

reservations.

3) Does Grenzo method genuinely revision evangelical theology? Yes, it is both

sfficiently continuous while also suggesting a refocus on some underdeveloped

areas.

4) Is Grenz' method effective in revisioning evangelical theology? Yes, for certain

sectors of evangelicalism, especially postconservative evangelicals, yowtger

evangelicals and Pentecostal evangelicals. Yes for certain sectors does however

imply nofor others.

These conclusions are used to draw up the table of findings in chapter 8.1.

To our evaluation of Grenz' view of scripture as the norming norm for theolory we must now

add an investigation of the other two conversation partners in his theological method,

tradition and culture. This is the focus of our next chapter.
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CIIAPTER FIVE

AI{ E}PLORATION AI\D EVALUATION OF GRENZ' CHOICE AND USE OF
TRADITION AI{D CULTT]RE AS SOURCES FOR THEOLOGY

5.1 BEYOND SOI../I SCMPTURA

One of the key cries of the Reformers was sola scriptura. Distrustful of the theologians of the

Roman Catholic church who advocated rwo main sources for theolory, the Bible as canonized

by the church and interpreted by the magisterium, and apostolic tradition as handed down and

augmented by the church, they insisted that scripture atone was the chief source for theolory.l

At first glance then, it is a little surprising to discover that someone claiming to work within
the evangelical context should consider expanding the range ofsources for theolory beyond

that of scripture. Indeedo as Grenz advocates the use of the Bible, hadition and culture, the

initial instinct might be to imagine that he has not only returned to the model rejected by the

Reformers, but by adding the source of culture to it, thereby ditutes the scripture principle

even more radically. At the heart of evangelical identity lies a commitment to the Bible, and

any attempt to revision evangelical theology that can be seen as compromising a strong

commitment to scripture, is unlikely to be accepted as evangelical.2 Our thesis proposition is

"that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theology." This

single factor could potentially disallow us from considering the proposition upheld.

This fear is given some weight when we note that evangelical opponents of Grenz question if
any method that embraces anything other than scripture as theology's norming norm can be

consistent with evangelicalism. Brand provides a summary of the typical evangelical method,

' This is not to suggest that they saw no role for tradition, but to note that they were not prepared to
consider tradition to have an equal weight to that held by scripture. Melton suggests thaf bydrawing a
divide between scripture and tradition they ceased to see tradition as the context within which scripture
is understood. "From the Orthodox perspective, therefore, the Reformation dogma sola scriptura
implies the wrenching of the Scriptures from their God-given context, which ii the whole Tladition.,,
Isaac Melton, "A Response to Harold O.J. Brown," in Reclaiming the Greqt Tradition: Evangelicals,
Catholics and Orthodox in Dialogue, ed. James S. Cutsinger (Downers Grove: lVP,lgg7),92.
2 E.g' McGrath comments, "One of the most distinguishing features of evangelicalism is its emphasis
on the authority of Scripture... The task to which evangelical theolog5r must set itself is that of showing
that it is legitimate and helpful to use theologJ as a means of enhancing the quality of the believer's
engagement with Scripture." Alister E. McGrath, "Evangelical Theological Method: The State of the
Art," in Evangelical Futures: A Cornersation on Theologicol Method,ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 2000), 20.
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Evangelicals have historically contended that the source for theological
construction is the Bible. They have recognized the importance of iradition
but do not see it as the source for theologicar construction. Similarly,
contemporary culture is not a source for theology but is the context in which
theological constructions are offered.3

Balancing this, we should note that attempts to expand on what sola scripturamight mean are

not new. ln 1979 Robert Johnston made a proposal remarkably similar to Grenz' when he

suggested that theolory should view its "sources as threefold," writing that ..theology 
is the

translation of Christian truth into contemporary idiom with an eye toward Biblical

foundations, traditional formulations, and contemporary judgments.'o He also suggests that
such a translation should emerge from "a communal listening to the theological sources.,,4

Grenz himself notes the increasing acceptance by evangelicals of what is misleadingly

referred to as the "Wesleyan quadrilateral"r and its suggestion that there are four sources for
theology, viz. scripture, reason, experience and tradition.6 He also notes the increasing call for
theology to be contextually related.T While evangelical versions of contextualization usually

stress the importance of relating the biblical message to the contemporary context,s they

reflect an awareness that the theologian must take seriously the thought forms of the culture

within which the theologising takes place.e Acknowledging the influence that cultural context

has on the theological task allows for a more open and transparent process. Denial of the

influence of time and culture empower cultural assumptions to influence the theologian more

than when they are acknowledged and therefore factored into the thinking.

' Chad O. Brand, "Defining EvangelicalismJ in Recloiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical
Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 296.
o Johnston's work is a remarkably perceptive reading of evangelicalism. It is unfortunate that he did not
develop his thinking more fully. Robert K. Johnston, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Biblical Authority in
Practice (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979), l5l.
5 Misleading, as it is increasingly doubtedthat the Wesleyan quadrilateral originated from John
Wesley. In this connection, Grenz cites Ted A. Campbell, "The 'Westeyan Quadrilateral': The Story of
a Modern Methodist Myth," Methodist HistoryZg (l9gl).
6 

Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theolog,,: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century
(Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1993), 91.
'Ibid., gg-90.
8 At a popular level, see e.g. John Stofi's metaphor for preaching as bridge-building, spanning the gap
between the world of the Bible and the contemporary world. John Stott, 7 B"lier" i preachiig:
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1982), 137-150.
e The direction is therefore to unpack what the biblical message means in the contemporary context,
rather than allowing the contemporary context to deepen the understanding of the biblical message. In
this stance, the biblical message is understood within ever changing culturit contexts, but is not
sourced by those contexts.

t26



Simply listing possible sources for theology is inadequate. In the end it is not the selection of
scripture, tradition and culture that is decisive, but the content and role Grenz allocates to

these sources. A careful examination of the content and role Grenz assigns to tradition and

culture is therefore undertaken in this chapter.

5.2 TRADMON AS TIIEOLOGY'S IIERMENEUTICAL TRAJECTORY

In exploring tradition as a theological source which serves as theology's hermeneutical

trajectory, Grenz attempts to answer the question of how the insiglrts gained from the Spirit's

guidance and leading of the church over the last two thousand years can be utilized in the

process of theological reflection.r0 In suggesting that tradition serves as a hermeneutical

trajectory, pointing a path ahead toward the ultimate eschatological future of the church on

the basis of insights from the past, and in turn being critiqued on the basis of the

eschatologicalvision, he hopes to overcome static views of tradition that have historically led

to an impasse between opposing groups, as each tries to justifi their tradition as the valid one.

Grenz' revisioned theology is intended to win over two audiences. On the one hand, it is

evangelical theology that he revisions, and his hope is to draw traditional evangelicals to a

broader vision of the movement, one that methodologically draws its sources from the

conversation partners of scripture, tradition and culture. On the other hand he is writing for

the postmodern context, and seeks to develop a theolory that is true to its evangelical roots,

but which is a respected player in the postmodern arena.

For neither of these audiences is tradition an obvious choice as a source for theolory.

However the roots of evangelicalism are traced, it is never less than a movement that was

supportive of the Reformerso cry of sola scriptura.Indeed, the perceived use of tradition at

the expense of the scriptures was a key factor in the Protestant Reformation.lr In suggesting

tradition as a source for theology Grenz therefore has to indicate how to move beyond the

hermeneutics of suspicion from which evangelicals usually operate when appeals to tradition

are made in theological construction.

t0 Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern
Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 94.
rr Which is not to suggest that the reformers made no use of tradition. Attempts to literally apply sola
scriptura are, inevitably, naive. While the reformers held a theoretical commitment to sola scriptura,
their hermeneutical practice is better described as suprema scriptura.
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Neither is the choice of tradition for a postmodern audience a self evident one. Wentzel Van

Huyssteen accurately summarizes key postmodern concerns about the use of tradition,

Clearly one of the most distinguishing characteristics of the 'opostmodern" is
precisely the crisis of continuity that now disrupts the accepted relationship
between an event and a tradition that gains its stability from that relationship.
The writings of Foucault offer a vivid picture of precisely the kind of
postmodern thinking that seeks to purge history of any such ovefiones of
metaphysical continuity. This view of tradition certainly presents a radical
challenge to a Christianity that generally tries to live in continuity with the
event and person of Jesus Christ and for whom the relationship to this kind of
tradition is based on the witness of Scripture and the preaching and tradition
of the church. By seeking to disturb any easy relationship with our past by
arguing that our assertion of continuity is itself an invention of our need to
control the destiny of our culture and society, a sceptical form of the
postmodern.critique of continuity thus calls into question the very possibility
of tradition.r2

The claim that any choice of historical trajectory, validated in the name of continuity with

tradition, represents a means of control or power play is one that cannot be lightly dismissed.

Again, Grenz has to indicate how his theological method helps a postmodern audience to

move beyond a hermeneutics of suspicion when an appeal to tradition is made in theotogical

construction.

A related question in choosing tradition as a key dialogue partner is which tradition? Conyers

correctly notes, "While there are good reasons for thinking about Christianity in its broadest,

most catholic form, the fact is that theology comes to us embodied in specific traditions that

are distinct in important ways from one another."rs If it is evangelical hadition that is to be

the conversation partner, Olson notes a potential problem in his discussion of what it means to

be a conservative evangelical. He writes,

within evangelicalismo 'conservatism' often signals holding fast to 'the
received evangelical tradition' (which always means someone's interpretation
of the historical evangelical consensus) and refusing to consider seriously the
possibility that it may have been mistaken and stands in need of some
revision at certain crucial points. A 'conservative evangelical', then, is not
someone who is not liberal; it is someone who emphatically rejects reform of
evangelical belief and practice even when such reform is consistent with
scripture. A conservative evangelical places such value on the status quo that
he or she is close-minded with regard to theological creativity and innovation

f2 
J. Wentzel Van Huyssteen, "Tradition and the Task of Theolog," Theologt Today 55,no. 2 (1998):

217.
t'A.J. Conyers, "The Changing Face of Baptist Theology," Review and Fscpositor 95, no. | (1998):22.
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even when they are fueled by faithful exegesis and believing reflection on
God's word.la

lf Olson's assessment is correct, for conservative evangelicals tradition is not a source for

theology, but the source, provided it is valid tradition as determined by conservative

evangelicals. Tradition is then not a conversation partner, but the sole source. While Olson is

likely to be overstating the case,tt his view raises numerous questions and leads logically to

the question of determining a valid historical trajectory and tradition for evangelicalism.16

Linked to Olson's point, one has to ask whether a movement in need of revisioning is wise to

choose tradition as a source for theological reflection. Tradition instinctively points back to

the status quo and disallows radical thought - unless there is a review of tradition that is

willing to privilege minority voices and to find in them the seed for new thought and

reflection. This is then complicated by the disputed nature of what constitutes a valid history

of evangelicalism.lT Grenz writes, "In a sense, we might say that evangelical theotory is a

family of local theologies, none of which dare set itself up as the definitive standard for

evangelical orthodoxy."I 8

In spite of these reservations, Grenz chooses tradition as one of three sources for theolory.

Initially he states his reasons fairly superficially in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt.They

are that:

tn Roger E. Olson, "Postconseryative Evangelical Theology and the Theological Pilgrimage of Clark
Pinnockn" n Semper Reformandum, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Anthony R. Cross (Carlisle: Paternoster,

e003), l7-18 emphasis Olson's.
'' Mccrath probably speaks for a greater number of evangelicals when he suggests that, n'The study of
historical theology encourages us to operate a 'hermeneutics of suspicion,' which demands that we
iustifu our interpretations of Scripture... Tradition is something to be actively and selectively
appropriated, not passively and unthinkingly received." Later he is even more adamant, "the study of
history discloses that evangelicals regard their tradition as determined by Scripture, not by what
evangelicals have historically thought. Thus, contemporary evangelicals have not felt obligated to
mechanically repeat the theologies and ethics of, for example, their eighteenth-century forebears...
Evangelicalism is thus able to undertake a critical appropriation of its own heritage." Alister E.
McGrath, "Engaging the Great Tradition: Evangelical Theology and the Role of Tradition," in
Evangelical Futures: A Corwersation on Theological Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids:
Baker,2000), 149-150.

'u If Olson is literally correct, any attempt to 'revision' evangelical theology is logically doomed, as
one cannot revision a movement set on retaining the status quo.

" Grenzis fully aware of the debate. The opening chapter oi Rnisioning Evangelical Theolog,t (Grenz
1993) deals with the question of revisioning evangelical identity. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelicol
Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor lhe Twenty First Century. ln Renewing the Center he explores the
question in some depth. Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-
Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000).
'" Stanley J. Gren4 "Die Begrenzte Gemeinschaft ("the Boundaried People") and the Character of
Evangelical Theolory," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 45,no.2 (2002):314.
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Past doctrinal statements and theological models are instructive for the present

theological quest and help to avoid the pitfalls from the past

Traditions serve as a reference point

Some doctrinal formulations have withstood the test of time

As a second order task, theology is undertaken by theologians who are

themselves members of a faith community which spans the centuries.le

At a certain level, these benefits are self-evident. ln his work on the emerging church, Don

Carson pithily notes the value of "Wanting to be linked to historic Christianity and not merely

the latest twenty years of Christianity."zo However, whether the benefits are great enough to

classif tradition as one of three sources for theolory is open to debate. While Grenz' work

reflects a consistent selection of tradition as one of three sources, his earlier work is more

emphatic that "the primary norm for theology is the biblical message"2r and that of
"secondary importance to the theological task is the flow of church history."2z While a

hierarchical arrangement of sources is still present in Bel,ond Foundationalisrr, it is

articulated more subtly.23 If it were not, it would be hard to sustain the argument that this is a

move beyond foundationalism.

The role of tradition as a source for theology is developed in significantly greater detail in

Beyond Foundationalism2a where Grenz and Franke write, "The acknowledgment that the

Spirit has been speaking to the church throughout history naturally leads to the question, How

ought the fruits of this heritage to bear on the process of theological reflection?"2s Noting that

until recently the debate about tradition usually focused on the different views of Roman

Catholics and Protestants on the status of church tradition over against scripfure, they suggest

that this led to a static view of tradition and express the hope that the "postmodern situation

provides the occasion to move beyond the impasse."26

t' Grenr, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty Firsr Century,95-97.
'u D.A. Carson, Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church: (Jnderstanding a Movement and lts
Implications (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 55.
'' Stanley J. Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God Q,{ashville: Broadman and Holman, 1994),21.

" raia..iz.
23 At times it is not subtle. The opening paragraph of the chapter on tradition reassures that Christianity
being a tradition "is not to deny the centrality of scripture for Christian faith and practice." Grenz and
Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theolog,t in a Postmodern Context,94.
2a As the book is co-authored, and as Franke wrote the initial draft of chapter 4 which deals with
tradition, it is possible that this section of the work is a fuller reflection of Franke's thought than of
Grenz'. However, as Grenz has attached his name to the booh we must assume that he is essentially in
ageement with what is written. Ibid., x.
trtbid.. g+.
tu lbid., 95.

r)

2)

3)

4)
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Working from Richard Lints' work, they cite three reasons for the low value attached to

tradition in evangelicalism. First, by encouraging an inductive approach to Bible study it has

birthed a movement where the key question in approaching the biblical text is the subjective

one of what the text means to the individual reader. There is littte encouragement to explore

what it has been understood to mean to the broader faith community through its history. There

is the risk of lapsing into nuda scriptura, in other words scripture abstracted from the ongoing

life ofthe church. Second, the parachurch orientation ofevangelicalism has led to an

underdeveloped ecclesiology as well as an inadequate grasp of the potential role of tradition

in theological dialogue. Third, evangelicalism tends to foster an ahistorical devotional piety.

What God is saying now is viewed as all-important. Few evangelicals are willing to explore

much beyond the very recent past.27

Noting that the usual debate between Protestants and Roman Catholics stalls on whether

scripture or tradition has priority, Grenz and Franke suggest a shift away from the

foundationalist presuppositions upon which such debates rest.28 They suggest a

pneumatologically mediated approach is more fruitful, and write,

What unifies this relationship between scripture and communal tradition of
the church is the work of the Spirit. It is the Spirit who stands behind both the
development and foundation of the community as well as the production of
the biblical documents and the coming together of the Bible into a single
canon as that community's authoritative texts.2e

The authority of both scripture and ffadition are thus derived from the Spirit. Neither are static

categories, as under the guidance of the Spirit the faith community interacts with the

scriptures and the tradition of the church in the light of the contemporary (and changing)

cultural setting.

Key to Grenz' understanding of tradition is that it is characterized by both continuity and

change, which are pneumatologically mediated. "It is the Spirit who stands behind both the

development and formation of the community as well as the production of the biblical

documents."'o Any attempt to place a wedge between scripture and tradition is therefore

misguided.

tt lbid., lo9-l r l.
tt rbid., r 14.
tn lbid., l16.

'o lbid.
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Though Grenz talks of tradition as a source for theology, one of the headings he uses reflects

his position more accurately when it reads "Tradition as theological (re)source." He

summarizes his position when he writes:

...the tradition of the Christian church seryes as a source or resource for
theology, not as a final arbiter of theological issues or concerns but a
hermeneutical context or trajectory for the Christian theological enterprise.
Tradition provides this context as the constructive theologian examines the
history of Christian worship, the history of Christian theology, and past
theological formulations for the sake of articulating the belief-mosaic in the
contemporary context.3l

There is a significant difference between viewing tradition as a resource rather than a source

for theology. Criticism that Grenz is sometimes ambiguous in what he proposes is founded at

this point. Few deny that tradition is a helpful resource for the theologian. Knowing the

ecumenical consensus from the past, as well as the debates which ultimately led to some

views being declared as orthodox and others as heresy, is also helpful in avoiding the

repetition of the disputes of the past. It is hard to imagine embarking on the task of
theological construction from a genuinely blank sheel so the usefrrlness of hadition as a

theological resource is essentially self-evident.32 If Grenz is simply stating that tradition is a

helpful resource in theological construction, the insight is neither novel nor controversial.

Up to this point, therefore, Grenz' view is essentially non-controversial. However Grenz does

not limit the role of tradition to that of resource. In developing a pneumatologically mediated

view of tradition, he argues that tradition serves as a genuine source for theolory. Guided by

the Spirit, the faith community may sense that certain aspects of the church's tradition or past

experience speak to it authoritatively in their present context.33 Just as the Spirit enlivens and

illuminates the scripturesn so too the Spirit can illuminate the tradition of the church, creating

a belief that God has spoken a particular word for the faith community as it lives out its faith

in its particular context.

trrbid., l2o.
" It is this 'common sense' approach to tradition that Steven Porter adopts when evaluating Wesley's
use of tradition, writing "This emphasis on tradition seems appropriate given the notion that the Holy
Spirit has been involved in the illumination of the Word to human interpreters since apostolic days (l
Cor 2:12-16). Thus, we should be suspicious when after two thousand years of reflection on the biblical
text we arrive at an interpretation of Scripture or a doctrinal formulation that is novel. Rather, we
should expect to find our theological views reflected to a large extent in the orthodox stream of
Christian thought, and we should be bothered and have good reason for departing when they are not."
Steven L. Porter, "Wesleyan Theological MethodologSl as a Theory of Integration.," Journal of
Psychologt and Theologt 32, no. 3 (2004): 196.
" There is a strongly intuitive, non-precise aspect to Grenz' proposal. Grenz would not necessarily
view this as a criticism.

132



While the subjectivity inherent in the approach is clear, it is modified by Grenz' refrain that

theologizing is a communal activity with the theologian both a part of the faith communiry,

and interacting with that community. Purely individual conclusions are unlikely to gain the

approval of the community. In addition, using tradition as resource rather than source for

tlreology also provides additional safeguards. Grenz and Franke give the example of the way

in which "overly accommodationist approaches to the relationship between theology and

culture have had devastating long-term consequences for the church," citing the adoption of

national and political ideologies at the expense of faithfulness to the gospel.3a Tradition as

resource thus highlights the potential danger of uncritically adopting tradition as source.

In addition, because Grenz' theological method requires a trialogue between scripture,

tradition and culture, enthusiasm over an aspect ofthe church's practice in the past does not

disempower the critique of either scripture or contemporary culture of that or any other

practice. To the contrary, having three conversation partners provides a more rigorous grid

than the routine evangelical foundationalism inherent in a simplistic understanding of sola

scriptura.3s

Whether Grenz and Franke are able to avoid reverting to a form of foundationalism is

debatable. While at times the image of interacting conversation partners looms large, at other

times foundationalism seems alive and well. One wonders if they are trying to reassure

different audiences. Thus for example, after lauding the helpfulness of classic theological

formulations they write, "Despite their great stature, such resources do not take the place of

canonical scripture as the community's constihltive authority. Moreover, they must always be

tested by the norm of canonical scripture."36

The hierarchicalism inherent in such statements seems to undermine their agenda. Barnes is

probably correct in her (approving) assessment that Grenz has not really abandoned

foundationalism, but that he embraces an enriched foundationalism that allows for multi-

directional reasoning and discussion. 37

'o Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 122.

'r One should note that a simplistic understanding ii tristorically unwarranted. For example, in
reviewing the Baptist "tradition" of antipathy to fradition, Steve Harmon notes"the disparity between
the Baptist profession of Sola Scriptura and the reality of Baptist hermeneutical practice." Steven R.
Harmon, "The Authority of the Community (of All the Saints): Toward a Postmodern Baptist
Hermeneutic of Tradition," Review and Expositor 100 (2003): 590.

'u Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Contetct, 124.
37 Elizabeth Barnes, "Jesus Christ: The Church's One Foundationo" Perspectives in Religious Studies
25,no.2 (1998): 179-180, 183. Barnes is herself arguing for a modified or "centered" foundationalism,
with Christ as center, and the adequacy of truth claims being assessed against the criteria of coherence,
correspondence and comprehensiveness.

133



Grenz and Franke conclude that the value of tradition is that it, "...provides a historically

extended, socially embodied context in which to interpret, apply, and live out the communally

formative narratives contained in the canonical texts."38 They follow through with the

comment that, o'...the tradition of the community provides a crucial and indispensable

hermeneutical context and trajectory in the construction of faithfully Christian theotogy."3e

Earlier Grenz and Franke had noted that the trajectory taken by tradition points to the

eschatological future that the Spirit works to bring about. Tradition is thus not closed, but is

constantly corrected in the light of the future the Spirit invites the church toward.a0 Grenz'

eschatological realism thus comes through again. Tradition's hajectory must be modified or

redirected in the light of the future God has in store. While Grenz speaks of scripture,

tradition and culture as the three sources for theolory, in moving beyond foundationalism he

also includes eschatological motifs as discussion partners in theologicalconstruction. Sources

and motifs dynamically interact with each other whilst the theologian and community of faith

are open to the Spirit's guiding and leading.

The approach has risks. While Grenz appeals to a pneumatologically mediated appropriation

of tradition it is hard to imagine this avoiding accusations of subjectivity and the

domestication of supporting streams of tradition. The postmodem suspicion of utilizing

tradition to foster support for one's own position via appeals to continuity with the past, is

relevant.al

The question that insists on being asked is how tradition can be viewed as a source for

theolory if it must be checked and evaluated against a more fundamental source (scripture).

While few would dispute that historical debates and conclusions have helped to crystallize the

" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologl in a Postmodern Context, 128.
'n [bid., 129. This can be extended with Medley's insig[t that while tradition provides a hermeneutical
context, it is also unpacked in a hermeneutical context. He writes, *What is missing from an
understanding of tradition as a 'thing' to be 'handed down' in a supposedly 'uncomrpted' form is
recognition of the malleable, inculturated and lived character of tradition as communicative and
identity-shaping. Traditions shape beliefs, attitudes and actions of those who participate in them. In
tum, individuals and communities reshape traditions in the very process of reception, transmission and
enactment." Mark Medley, "Catholics, Baptists, and the Normativity of Tradition: A Review Essay,"
Perspectives in Religious Studies 28, no. 2 (2001): 122.
oo 

Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 126-12'l.
n' For example, Mirsolav Volf speaks of warning hii students of th" danger of domesticating tradition
for their own ends, writing, "I am a guardian of the Christian tradition's alterity, its otherness. I must
teach students not to occlude its opacity, not to distort it by squeezing it into their own cognitive
frameworks and by pressing it into their predetermined tife projects, like some missing piece of a
puzzle. The student must learn not to trivialize the wisdom of the tradition by taking from it only what
they happen to need, recycling what they can use in a different form, and disregarding the rest."
Mirsolav Volf, "Teachers, Crusts and Toppings.," Christian Century I13, no. 5 (1996): 134.
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church's formulation of its faith, evangelicals classically give tradition an approving nod or

an impatient dismissal on the basis of its perceived fidelity to scripture. The source is thus

scripture, not tradition.

At this point it is salutatory to reflect on Grenz' reminder that the church precedes both

scripture and tradition. The early church had already taken significant strides before the canon

of scripture was agreed upono and the role of the church in confirming the configuration of

scripture was pivotal. Indeed, the Reformers felt free to challenge the agreed canon with the

consequence that Protestant and Roman Catholic versions of the Bible are no longer

identical.a2 While it is tempting to insist that the faith is evaluated in the light of scripture, one

cannot escape the role of the church in determining (and in the case of Protestantism, re-

determining) what constitutes scripture. In this process of u'traditioning" the church confirmed

a canon of authorized texts. Seen in this lighg traditioning is a source for theological

construction, though one could argue that the formation of the canon was a unique event and

is therefore an unsuitable example for the way in which tradition can serve as a source for

theological construction.

In Grenz' interactive model, the Spirit inspired community of faith determines which aspects

of scripture and tradition are to be seen as of special importance for today. Having said this, it

is clear that the source of authority is then neither tradition nor scripture, but the community

of faith, as guided by the Spirit. Perhaps Grenz would be more consistent if he argued that the

church is the source of theology. Alternately that the Spirit is the source of theolory, as the

Spirit guides the church.

The role of the Spirit is central to Grenzo method. There are moments when he makes his

position clear. For example in Beyond Foundationalisn he writes,

The Protestant principle means the Bible is authoritative in that it is the
vehicle through which the Spirit speaks. Taking the idea a step further, the
authority of the Bible is in the end the authority of the Spirit whose
instrumentaliw it is.43

Ultimate authority lies in the Spirit, whose voice can be discerned through scripture, tradition,

cultureo or any other source the Spirit chooses to use. The focus is thus on hearing what the

Spirit is saying to the community of God, and while this most routinely happens through

scripture or reflection on tradition or the contemporary context, in principle, the actual source

ot 
The Reformers rejected the inclusion of the Apocrypha.

nt Grenzand Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,65.
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of theological authority is the voice of the Spirit.oa We should thus note the pneumatological

orientation of Grenz' theology.

While Grenz' case for appropriating tradition as a conversation partner with scripture and

culture is sensible and persuasive, he glosses over the problems inherent in the approaoh. To

claim that the believing community will be guided by the Spirit to know which aspects of

tradition to embrace flies in the face of the very history of the church that Grenz wishes to

uphold. Even a cursory glance through church history establishes the wide range of
conflicting answers that have been adopted by different segments of the faith community.

Grenz is silent on how this impasse is to be overcome, other than to note the helpfulness of
having modiffing voices provided by a trialogue rather than a monologue.

A key issue Grenz leaves unresolved is therefore what criteria can be seen as valid in testing

the authoritative status of any particular theological tradition. At the very least, tradition needs

to be an interactive player subject to other criteria. Acknowledging the input of both scripture

and culture in reaching a decision is useful, but still leaves wide and vague parameters.

Openness to pneumatological mediation may reflect a commitment to a pious and reverent

approach to theology, but its hazry boundaries make it hard to either affirm or refute.

5.3 CT]LTURE AS THEOLOGY'S EMBEDDING CONTEXT

Mark Strom has suggested that "evangelicalism works largely by maintaining the myth that it

is not a cultural, historical and social phenomenon: 'We simply believe the truth."{s Though

Strom is overstating his case, he is probably right in implying that evangelicals have not given

sufficient attention to the role culfure plays in theological construction. To Grenz' suggestion

that culfure is a source for theology, evangelicals are likely to respond that while they agree

that culture provides the location within which a particular theological system is developed, to

suggest that culture is actually a source for theology goes beyond the mandate of any theolory

that wishes to identif, itself as evangelical. Of Grenz' three sources, culture is therefore the

most provocative, and therefore potentially also the most creative.

Grenz is aware that his use of culture as a theological source and as theolory's embedding

context, is controversial. ln Beyond Foundationalism he writes,

oo A more cynical approach might suggest that the actual source of authority is therefore the believing
c_ommunity, and what they thinkthey discern as being the voice of the Spirit.
a5 Mark Strom, Breaking the Silence: The Abusiveness of Evangelicalism (Sydney: Robert Menzies
College, 1993), 5, I :1 1.
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Not all theologians, however, have agreed that culture has a role to play in
theology. The rhetorical question 'What does Athens have to do with
Jerusalem?' has been trumpeted since Tertullian's day by those who find no
place for philosophy, and hence for culture, in theological construction.a6

Perhaps because of this, it is the source that Grenz is most ambiguous about. Because Grenz

writes in a nuanced way, it is dangerous to assume that one can respond to his broad

categories without carefully examining the meaning he attaches to them.aT At times he seems

simply to be calling for a "culture-sensitive theology," a plea which is neither original nor

divisive.as At other times he views culfure as a "re-sourceo' for theology, which allows for a

somewhat larger role, but remains an essentially uncontested insight. More often, however,

the suggestion is that culture is one of three conversation partners sourcing theology. This

Iatter stance has been the cause of debate amongst those who have responded to Grenz' work.

Brand is not encouraging in his summary of issues that result from using culture as a source

for theology,

The difficulty, of course, is that culture is constantly shifting and is generally
in rebellion against God. Finding those elements within any prevailing
culture that might be deemed as authoritative is, therefore, an ambiguous task
at best, a fruitless one more likely.ae

The idea of cultural relativism has important theological significance, especially as the

implication is that something may be appropriate (morally acceptable) in one society but not

another. In addition, the shift from thinking of culture as a static and given reality to a more

dynamic understanding of its role, one in which people are active creators of their culture

rather than mere recipients of it, also has theological ramifications, as does the gtowing

awareness that cultures are made up of multiple (and often diverse) sub-cultures.

nt Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologl in a Postmodern Context,l3l.
a7 Both Carson and Erickson can be accused of responding superficially. D.A. Carson, "Domesticating
the Gospel: A Review of Grenz's Renewing the Center," in Reclaiming the Center: Confronting
Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and
Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), Millard J. Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering
Postcanservative Evangelical Theologt (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), Millard J. Erickson, "On Flying
in Theological Fog," in Reclaiming the Center, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin
Tayfor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004).
"" Stanley J. Grenz, "Culture and Spirit: The Role of Cultural Context in Theological Reflection,"
Asbury Theological Journal 55, no. 2 (2000): 40.
ae Brand, 296.
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As Grenz and Franke unpack their understanding of culture in chapter 5 of Beyond

Foundationalism,so one could be excused for thinking one was reading an introduction to a

sociology text rather than a theological treatise. Their familiarity with the social sciences is a

strength of their writing. They summarize the pertinent points of their exploration,

Our discussion of the contemporary conversation in cultural anthropolory
yields the conclusion that we inhabit socially constructed worlds to which our
personal identities are inextricably bound. The construction of these worldso
as well as the formation of personal identity, is an ongoing, dynamic, and
fluid process, in which the forming and reforming of shared cultural
meanings play a crucial role.sl

The exploration of the theological significance of these insights then begins. The inevitable

involvement of culture in theological construction is noted, "While the dangers involved in

accommodating the faith to culture are real, the quest to construct a culture-free theolory is

misguided. We simply cannot escape from our particular context into some transcultural

intellectual vantage point."s2 Grenz and Franke then go a little further suggesting that in

addition to the impossibility of a culture-free theology, the concept is'theologically and

biblically unwarranted" overlooking the incarnation as occurring at a specific time and within

a particular culture.s3

While not unsympathetic to Tillich's method of correlation,5a they ultimately reject it because

it reflects a foundationalist assumption, o'The correlating enterprise assumes some

discoverable universal reality - some strucfure of human existence or some essential human

characteristic - on which the theological enterprise can be constructed."Ss

Though it moves in an opposite direction to the foundationalist assumptions in correlation,

they believe that contextualization as a model for the relationship between theology and

culture is comparably flawed by its foundationalist underpinning,

.. -contextualizers are tempted to assume too readily a Christian universal,
which in turn functions as the foundation for the construction of the
theological superstructure, even though its architects articulate this

'o lt is interesting to read this chapter in parallel with Grenz' article Culture and Spirit: The Rote of
Cultural Context in Theological Reflection Large sections of the article appear to have been literally
cut and pasted from the book chapter. While the book is co-authored, it confirms that it closely reflects
Grenz' views. Grenz, "Culture and Spirit: The Role of Cultural Context in Theological Reflection."
" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,747.t2lbid., lil.
tt lbid.
5a A method in which one starts with existential questions, the theologian first serving as philosopher
striving to understand the nature of human existence, and then as a second stage, drawing from the
symbols of divine revelation to find answers to the implied questions. The theologian correlates
existential questions with resources from the Christian message.
" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in q Postmodern Context, 159,
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superstmcture in the language of the culture to which they are seeking to
speak.56

The foundationalist assumption in conelation is of a universal human reality, while that of
contextualization is of a Christian universal. Grenz and Franke suggest that the way beyond

the foundationalist impasse is to envision a model in which both gospel and culture

dynamically interact with and inform each other, theolory flowing from this interactive

conversation. Their conclusion is important and contentious,

Unlike either conelation or contextualization, this model presupposes neither
gospel not culture as preexisting, given realities that subsequently enter into
conversation. Rather, in the interactive process both gospel (that is, our
understanding of the gospel) and culture (that is, our portrayal of the
meaning structure, shared sense of personal identity, and socially constructed
world in which we see ourselves living and ministering) are dynamic realities
that inform and are informed by the conversation itself. Hence, we are
advocating a specifically nonfoundationalis! interactionist theological
method.sT

The denial that the gospel is a preexisting given reality, but rather one that is interactively

constructed and reconstructed, is controversial amongst evangelicals. It seems to contradict

Grenz' plea in his A Primer on Postmodernism for a refutation of the postmodern rejection of

the metanarrative.ss If the gospel is interactively constructed and reconstructed, in what sense

is it objectively true, and why should it not simply be classified as a local narrative, at best

loosely related to the nanatives of other Christian communities? Grenz would argue that it is

simply "our understanding of the gospelo'that is in a state of flux,5e but this still implies that

there is not a solid core to the message of the gospel that is constant at all times and in all

contexts.

Willsey's work on the difference between what he calls existential contextualization and

dogmatic contextualizationo is relevant to this discussion, and helps provides some of the

nuance missing in Grenz' work. Willsey writes,

ln order to avoid confusion over terms, it should be noted that there are two
types of contextualization in current usage. One is existential
c on t ex tua I iz a ti on, generally associated with L i berati on Theol ogy. Th is
approach, which must be rejected, places culfure over the biblical text and
finds new meanings in each cultural, social, or political context. The other,
which may be called dogmatic contextualizatioz, views the Bible as

56 tbid., 158.tt lbid.
tu In it Grenz writes, "There is a single metanarrative encompassing all peoples and all times." Stanley
J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernisru (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996),164.
" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: ihaptng Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 158.
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authoritative over culture and provides a valid method for expressing biblical
truth unchanged in diverse cultural forms. In other words, the former alters
the content of biblical teaching, the latter modifies theform in which the
teaching is expressed.6o

Willsey's distrust of any approach seen as altering the content of the biblical message is likely

to be echoed by most evangelicals. Grenz and Franke's denial of any preexisting given to the

gospel is divisive and therefore it is important to examine the qualifications and limitations

that Grenz and Franke place on their claim. The qualifications are significant and seem to

backtrack to the foundationalism they seek to supersede. After making the commonplace

observation that theology must hear, scrutinize and interact with the wider social context, they

suggest that this interaction should be pneumatologically mediated. Lamenting that in the past

Western theology focused on the church as the sole repository of truth and the only location

for the operation of the Spirit, they assert a wider role for the Spirit in the understanding of

the biblical authors', writing,

Because the life-giving Creator Spirit is present wherever life flourishes, the
Spirit's voice can conceivably resound through many media, including the
media of human culture... Consequently we should listen intently for the
voice of the Spirit, who is present in all life and therefore who 'precedes' us
into the world...6r

While claiming to avoid the foundationalist trap, they seem to fall into it by then cautioning

that the Spirit's voice in culture should not be pitted against the Spirit's voice in scripture,

Even though we cannot hear the Spirit speaking through the text except by
listening within a particular historical-cultural context, nevertheless hearing
the Spirit in the text provides the only sure canon for hearing the Spirit in
culture, because the Spirit's speaking everywhere and anywhere is always in
concert with this primary speaking through the text.62

It is difficult to understand why Grenz and Franke believe that words like everryhere,

anywhere and always can pass as anything but the language of foundationalism, in this case a

foundationalism based on scripture as the non-negotiable, foundational norming nonn.

Grenz makes a similar qualification in his article "What Does Hollywood have to do with

Wheaton? The Place of (Pop) Culture in Theological Reflection." After arguing that culture is

uo Jack K. Willsey, "Biblical Application in Cross-Cultural Perspective," in Northwest Regional
Conference ofthe Evangelical Theological Society (Portland: Theological Research Exchange
Network, 1993),2.
ut Grenz and Franke, Bqtond Foundationalkm: Shaping Theologt in a Poslmodern Context, 162.
u2 tbid.. to:.
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not simply the locus of our theological reflection, but that it also provides insight into the

faith, he dismisses the concept that the church is the sole repository of all truth and contends

that because God is always at work in the world, the Spirit is present everywhere and can

speak through many media. He then cautions,

Wherever the Spirit speaks, he speaks only and always in accordance with,
and never contrary to, Biblical truth. And in so far as culture is always a
"mixed bag," in the end we can only discern the voice of the Spirit in culture
as we are in tune with, and measure it by, the Spirit speaking through
Scripture.63

Again we have to ask why Grenz feels that words like o'only,o"'always," and "never contrary

to," can pass as anything but the language of foundationalism. In addition, the question of
why culture is then a source for theology, able to be listed as part of the interacting sourcing

trio of scripture, tradition and culture, begs to be asked. The inescapable conclusion is that

scripture is the senior partner, with the minor voices of tradition and culture being heeded

only when they resonate with the definitive voice of scripture. If this is so, then tradition and

culture can be seen as resources for theolory, but fall short of being genuine sources. If this is

a valid conclusion, Grenz' proposal fails to revision evangelical theology, but simply restates

a core evangelical principle that scripture should be the norming norm in theology.6a

This argument however smacks of an unreflected reductionism. Grenz' argument is that the

Spirit and community mediated interaction between culture and scripture enriches the

understanding of scripture and in the process of enriching, unearths aspects of biblical truth

that would otherwise be overlooked. It also allows the theologian to speak to areas not

directly addressed in scripture. The whole is therefore greater as a result of the interaction,

and culture has thus genuinely sourced theological conclusions.6s

63 Stanley J. Grenz, "What Does Hollywood Have to Do with Wheaton? The Place of (Pop) Culture in
Theological Reflection," Journal ofthe Evangelical Theological Society 43, no.2 (2000): 310.
6a Stephen Wellum's claim that *at the heart of evangelical theology is ihe attempttobe biblical'is one
few evangelicals would challenge. Stephen J. Wellum, "Postconservatism, Biblical Authority, and
Recent Proposals for Re-Doinig Evangelical Theology: A Critical Analysis," in Reclaiming the Center:
Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss
Helseth, and Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 161.
o' Grenz' comment that "our theological reflection can draw from the so-called 'secular' sciences,
because ultimately no truth is in fact secular" and later that "theology seeks to show how the postulate
of God illumines all human knowledge," is important. Instead of the common evangelical reactionary
default drive to that which is new in society, this approach allows the embracing of that which is not
directly addressed in scripture on the basis of the insights which arise from the interaction. Grenz,
"What Does Hollywood Have to Do with Wheaton? The Place of (Pop) Culture in Theological
Reflection," 310-31l.
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This should be contrasted with a more haditional evangelical approach, summarized by

Wellum as being "that theology moves from the first-order language (Scripture alone) to

second-order description (theological formulation)."66 However, Wellum goes on to challenge

this summary, dismissing it as a caricature and arguing that evangelical theology has always

affirmed a hermeneutical spiral in which,

we approach the text with assumptions and biases, but as we read and study
the text, it, by the work of the Spirit, in relation to a believing community, is
able to correct our readings. Thus, by hard work, listening to others (i.e., the
role of tradition), prayer, and in obedience to God's Word, we are able to
understand Scripture more corectly and accurately.6T

The similarity of this to Grenz' proposal is clear. Wellum suggests that the difference lies in

Grenz (and Frankeos) reluctance to affirm scripture as first order language grounded in a

"revelational foundation."6s He believes that the reason for this is Grenz and Franke's failure

to distinguish between biblical foundationalism (which Wellum believes it crucial to uphold)

and classical, Enlightenment foundationalism. The consequence is that,

it leads them to think differently about the theological task and to view
theology along the lines of a coherentist, pragmatic, and nonrealist vision,
instead of a more realist vision grounded in a first-order, true, and objective
revelational foundation.o"

Wellum is however not acknowledging his own indebtedness to Enlightenment thinking,

which sees his proposed method move in a statically linear manner, with the priority, order

and weight of sources clearly articulated in advance. Grenz' approach allows for a more

genuine and dynamic interplay between culture and scripture.

In assigning culture a role as a source for theology Grenz sometimes speaks with an

inconsistent voice. Earlier we noted that it is not always clear if he sees culture as primarily a

source or a resource for theology. In addition, at times it is not clear if he is simply committed

to the contextualization of theology, or if he genuinely sees culture as a source for theology.

Even contextualization is not an entirely straightforward matter, as Grenz is committed to the

eschatological realism of his theological mentor, Wolflrardt Pannenberg. To the extent that

theolory must be shaped by an eschatological orientation, the question is neither if it is

counter cultural or culturally sensitive, but if it is validly oriented toward the telos of creation.

Whilst it must be expressed in culturally sensitive terms (contextualized) the source is

66 wellum, 172.
u7 lbid., r73.
ut lbid.
un Ibid., 174.
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ultimately the eschatological vision rather than contemporary culture. This matter will again

be discussed when we consider Grenz' use of eschatology as the orienting motif for theology

in chapter 6, and in the constructive adaptation of Grenz' model in chapter 8.

5.4 SCRIPTTIRE, TRADITION AI\D CULTURE AS CONVERSATION PARTIYERS

FOR THE SPIRIT DIRECTED COMMUMTY

It could be argued that evaluating each of the sources of theology as a discrete entity misses

the point of Grenz' enterprise and reflects the modernist perspective he is trying to transcend.

The strength of the approach does not lie in the cumulative value of each of the component

parts but in the interactive strength achieved as scripture, tradition and culture converse

together in a seamless partnership. This discussion takes place under the direction and

guidance of the Spirit and within the community of faith. [t is because of the interplay of
these multiple factors that Grenz is able to claim that his theological method moves beyond

foundationalism.

The next chapter explores the three focal motifs Grenz suggests for theology, viz. Trinity,

community and eschatolory. Again, though each of these focal points will be individually

explored, Grenz' model cannot be understood as being composed of unrelated but cumulative

components. Grenz' theology should be seen as being sourced from scripture, tradition and

culture, the results being structured against a trinitarian grid, integrated via the motif of
community and oriented eschatologically. The theological mosaic thus woven is synergistic

and cannot be neatly categorized into tidy source boxes. It is the strength ofthis

methodological web that must finally be evaluated. Though at this stage our approach is to

evaluate the effectiveness ofGrenz' understanding ofand use ofeach ofthe sources and

motifs of his theology, and that through the grid of understandings acceptable to evangelicals,

the more important analysis is of the overall impact of his theolory, which ultimately must be

evaluated holistically.

s.s Fot R EVALUATTVE QUESTIONS

Chapter 1.4 of this thesis suggests that the proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological

method effectively revisions evangelical theolory" be tested against four evaluative

questions:

l) Does Grenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

construction?

2) Is Grenzo theological method coherent and credible?
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Does Grenz' method genuinely revision evongelical theologfl

Is Grenz' method efective in revisioning evangelical theology?

Before embarking on this exercise, it is as well to remind ourselves that it is against the

backdrop of evangelicalism that we make the evaluation. Chapter 2 of this thesis has explored

the relevance of the tensions within this movement for the proposition being investigated. In

his discussion on evangelicalism, Richard Mouw pinpoints three specific weaknesses of
evangelicalism as being its anti-intellectualism, otherworldliness and its separatist spirit.70

Immediately apparent in evaluating Grenzo work is a different ethos. Intuitively it has a

different feel to what has come to be expected from evangelicalism. We now critique this part

of Grenz' model more systematically.

5.5.1 Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture make an original contribution to

evangelical theological construction?

The initial response to the suggestion that tradition and culture be utilized as sources for

theolory is to conclude that Grenz' model makes a novel and original contribution. However,

closer examination of the qualifications Grenz makes regarding the way in which tradition

and culture can be used, leads me to the conclusion that Crenz' model is less original than

initially appears to be the case.

In 5.5.2 below I argue that in adopting tradition and culture as sources for theology Grenz

gives the impression that he assigns them a greater role in theological construction than he

actually does. If they were genuinely sources in the sense that they could introduce new

material from which theological construction could result, then Grenz' contribution would be

original for evangelical theologlr. While it is more accurate to suggest that evangelical

theologians embrace a model of suprema scriptura rather than a nafve sola scriptura,they are

unlikely to sanction additional sources for theological construction. Most would however

acknowledge that biblical authority always exists and functions in relationship with other

forms of autlrority (such as tradition and culture). These inform (rather than serve as a source

for) the communit5r's interpretation and practice of the biblical story. This is the way that both

tradition and culture operate in Grenz' theological construction. Thus while the initial

70 Richard J. Mouw, The Smell of Sawdust: l(hat Evangelicals Can Learnfrom Their Fundamentalist
Heritage (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 24. In fairness to evangelicalism, it could be argued that
this was more characteristic of its fundamentalist stage, and that the new evangelicalism of the Carl
Henry era and beyond has moved a long way from these caricatures. Certainly this is Grenz' reading of
the movement. See e.g. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era,
85-r 16.

3)

4)

t44



response is to conclude that in proposing tradition and culture as sources for theolory Grenz

has made an original contribution to evangelical theology, when the role assigned to these

sources is examined, the overall model is not radically different from other proposals.Tr

5.5.2 Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture as theological sources reflect a theological

method that is coherent and credible?

Grenz' claim is that his theological method moves evangelicalism beyond foundationalism. It

is not immediately self-evident that he has succeeded. While the trio of sources he suggests

for theolory broaden the foundational base from scripture to scripture, tradition and culture, it

leaves the impression that instead of a single foundation Grenz has proposed a triangular

variation on the same theme. If moving beyond foundationalism, why limit the sources to

three? Grenz was well aware that he could have selected as his sources the 'oWesleyan

Quadrilateral" of scripture, tradition, reason and experience. Why exclude reason and

experience if opting for a postfoundational method?72 If the image is to shift from foundations

to conversation partners or to a web ofcoherence, it should be possible to have an open-ended

number of possible conversation partners. Other potential conversations could be with other

religions, disadvantaged minorities, philosophy and more. While it is true that Grenz could

argue that these voices are caught up in the voice of culture, this is not clear from his writing.

In my constructive proposal for a modified version of Grenz' method in chapter 8, I will

elaborate on this theme and argue that a greater open-endedness in this regard, whilst not

necessarily winning the trust of the evangelical community, would more genuinely birth an

authentically revisioned evangelical theology.

In moving from a single source for theological construction to a trio of sources, a fundamental

methodological problem appears. Grenz uses the image of the three sources acting as

conversation partners, but how does one decide ifa conversation partner is speaking too

loudly or stridently? Put differently, if we say tradition is a source for theological

construction, we must ask "which tradition?" Some theologians have been willing to make

their commitrnents in this regard clear. Thomas Oden, whose name is closely linked to the

effort to reaffirm the value of ancient Christian tradition for the renewal of postmodern

tt For a brief description of some other models suggested by Baptist theologians see Steven R.
Harmonn "Baptist Understandings of Theological Authority: A North American Perspective,"
Internalional Journal for the Study ofthe Christian Church 4, no. I (2004): 55-56.
'" Grenz in part answers this question. Justiffing his rejection of using experience, he cites Tillich's
insight that experience, rather than being a source for theologl, is the medium through which
theology's sources are received. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A FreshAgendafor the
Twenty First Century,9l. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theologtt,3 vols., vol. 1 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 195 l), 42.
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Christianity, has proposed that theology draw from a pyramid of sources, with scripture

occupying the wide base of the pyramid, and modern theologians the narrow apex.t' After

scripture comes the patristic interpreters of scripture, followed by medieval theologians,

followed by the reformers. Modern sources are given less prominence because, as recent

participants in the historical conversation, they have had little time to influence the overall

consensus. To the question, "which tradition should have the dominant voice?" Oden answers

that the ancient sources should be given greater weight than recent ones.

While Oden's model does not need to be embraced,Ta he has alerted us to the need for criteria

to discern the appropriate "volume" of each conversation partner. Grenz has made no

commitments in this regard, but seems to believe that the natural back and forth of the

conversation will help set an appropriate volume for each conversation partner. By insisting

that scripture remains the norming norm, the implication is that scripture has sufficient

prominence to mute other sources if they are moving in a direction contrary to scripfure. If
this is the case, then Grenz is not methodologically transparent in his proposal that there are

three conversation partners. A more nuanced approach would acknowledge that while three

sources are conversing, they have significantly different amounts of influence.

It is Grenz' use of the term 'osource" that is problematic. Claiming that theological

construction flows from three sources implies that any of the sources can add to or direct the

path taken by the theology constructed. However a careful reading of Grenz reveals that while

he treats scripture as a genuine source for theology, both tradition and culture serve more as

what Maquarrie has described as "formative factors" in theological construction.Ts By opting

to use the term "source" Grenz has claimed more for tradition and culture than he is willing to

actually give.76 Those who have reacted against Grenz have usually accepted Grenz' use of

the term "source" at face value, without observing the significant limitations he places upon

t' Thomas C. Oden, The ll/ord of Life (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1992), xv-xx.
7a While accepting the usefulness of seeking areas of consensus in the church's tradition, Harmon
points out how fruitful times of dissent have been. Harmon, "The Authority of the Community (of All
tl-re Saints): Toward a Postmodern Baptist Hermeneutic of Tradition," 6ll-612.
7s Macquarrie prefers to speak of formative factors as this ctarifies that each factor is not on the same
level or of the same importance. While acknowledging many formative factors, he discusses six,
experience, revelation, scripture, tradition, culture and reason. John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian
Theologt, Revised ed. (London: SCM, 1977),4-18.
'o For example, Grenz very modestly suggests that "the tradition of the Christian church serves as a
source or a resource for theology, not as a final arbiter oftheological issues or concerns but a
hermeneutical context or trajectory for the Christian theological enterprise." Even when speaking of the
ecumenical consensus represented by statements such as the Apostles and Nicene Creeds Grenz
cautions, "Despite their great stature, such resources do not take the place of canonical scripture as the
community's constitutive authority. Moreover, they must always and continually be tested by the norm
of canonical scripture." The limitations that Grenz places on both tradition and culture in theological
construction will becorne clearer as we explore the application of Grenz' method in chapter 7. Grenz
and Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 120 & 124.
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both tradition and culture in theological construction. The criticism is therefore often

unfounded, but flows from Grenz' misleading terminology.

If it is valid to assert that in Grenz' method scripture serves as source for theology and

tradition and culture as formative factors, the question arises whether Grenz' method

represents a genuinely postfoundationalist contribution to theological construction, or if it is

better described as a model utilizing a "chastened" foundationalism. In Grenz' work,

ultimately scripfure is the source for theological construction, but other factors are encouraged

to actively participate in and enrich the construction process. The introduction of additional

voices ensures that Grenz has moved beyond a crass foundationalism, but I am not convinced

that it represents more than a chastened foundationalism.

A further issue arises when we question the appropriateness of Grenz' model for a

postmodern context. Paradoxically, the very tidiness of his system works against him. Peter

Leithart articulates the concern when he asks of Crenz, "Can one reject foundationalism, and

continue to pursue metlod, even if we label the method 'postmodern'?" 77 The concern is

simple. Method has been closely aligned with foundationalism and is an integralpart of the

enlightenment project Grenz wishes to move evangelical theology beyond. Via tight

methodological rules one was able to move from the foundational assumption (traditionally

for evangelicals, an inerrant Bible) to both the ground floors and upper stories of the edifice

(for evangelicals, the propositions that could be formulated from the inerrant text of scriptureo

and the implications that then flowed from these propositions). The more tightly the method is

constructed, the more limited the range of possible outcomes. While Grenz undoubtedly

broadens the foundation through which theological reflection is undertaken,the a priori

decision as to what constitutes valid sources and appropriate motifsT8 significantly limits the

range of possible conclusions. Though arguing for a method involving the communal

discernment of scripture through the Spirit's enabling and in interaction with the voices of

hadition and culture, the very edifice constructed runs the risk of domesticating the Spirit to

the set method.

Perhaps this is overstating the problem. The issue is not method per se (and even the absence

of a clear method would be a decision in method), but the tightness with which it is

constructed. For a method to move beyond foundationalism requires some openness. We are

back to the critique that it is hard to justi$ a method as being "beyond foundationalism" if the

list of possible sources is curtailed in advance. To this we could counter that it is because

t7 Peter J. Leithart, "Review Essay," Pro Ecclesia I I , no. 3 Q002): 357 .
78 Explored in chapter 6.
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Grenz moves beyond a source (singular) to sources in dynamic interaction, that the approach

can justifiably be classified as beyond foundationalism. I therefore revert to my earlier

conclusion that this represents a "chastened" foundationalism.

5.5.3 Does Grenzt use of tradition and culture as sources in theological construction

contribute to the revisioning of evangelical theology?

The question of whether Grenzo use of tradition and culture in theological construction is both

sufficiently continuous and discontinuous with the movement's haditionalunderstanding,

should now be considered. If it is not sufficiently continuous, it is reasonable to suggest that it

no longer represents evangelical theology and therefore cannot be viewed as a revisioning of
the movement. If not sufficiently discontinuous, the question as to why this should be

classified as a genuine revisioning must be asked.

Grenz' trio of sources overlap with those in several other models. For example, the choice of
both scripture and tradition, usually supplemented by reason, was common in Wesley's day.7e

To transform this trio into his quadrilateral, Wesley added experience.8o We have earlier

noted Grenzo reasons for adopting culture rather than reason and experience.sl Before

concluding that this marks his sources as distinctly different from Wesley's, the emphasis on

pneumatology in both Grenzand Wesley should be highlighted. Grenz argues that the Spirit

needs to illuminate scripture, tradition and culture if they are to be appropriated in theological

construction. He is close to Wesley at this point. Bevins has demonstrated the key role

Wesley assigned to the Spirit in his method, and argues that for Wesley the building blocks of
theological construction were not scripture, tradition, reason and experience alone, but that it

was scripture and Spirit, tradition and Spirit, reason and Spirit and experience and Spirit.

Bevins concludes, 'oWesley becomes a good dialogue partner for embarking on a pilgrimage

in theological method because he was not afraid to look to the Holy Spirit and the larger

Christian family for help along the journey.oo82

Thus if we use the Wesleyan Quadrilateral as an example of evangelical method, it seems

reasonable to conclude that Grenz' model displays significant continuity with it, while also

7e See e.g. Winfield H. Bevins, "Pneumatolory in John Wesley's Theological Method," Asbury
Theological Journal 58, no. 2 (2003): 107.
Eo Though Wesley himself never spoke of the Wesleyan quadrilateral as such, it is a fair description of
the method he employed.
o' 

He agrees with Tillich that experience is the medium through which theolory's sources are received,
while reason is culture specific. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the
Twenty Firsl Century, 9 l.
E2 Bevins: I 10.
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adding some different perspectives. There is therefore both continuity and discontinuity.

However, unlike Gren4 Wesley was unambiguous that the scriptures come first, while

tradition, reason and experience help in the valid interpretation of scripture. As Bevins writes,

There is a dynamic interplay in which tradition, reason, and experience work
to shine light on Scripture. They have a unique reciprocal interrelationship
with one anothero while Scripture remains pre-eminent. Although never a
substitute for Scripture; tradition, reason, and experience are complementary
to its interpretation.s3

Gtenz' desire to embrace a postfoundationalist method makes him reluctant to make as clear

an affinrnation of the ultimately decisive role played by scripture, and this has been a cause of

unease amongst some of the critics of his work whom we have examined. Howevero when

Grenz' work is carefully examined it is clear that, like Wesley, he assigns the decisive role to

scripture in theological construction. Discontinuity with traditional evangelical approaches is

therefore of minor rather than dramatic proportions.

Grenzo appropriation of culture as a source (or more strictly, a resource) for theological

construction is fairly novel in an evangelical context, even though the voice he allows culture

is subdued. Because of the eschatological orientation of Grenz' model, the voice of culture is

heeded only when it is consistent with the telos of human existence.

Overall we can conclude that Grenz' model is both sufficiently continuous and discontinuous

for us to affirm that he has made a modest contribution towards the revisioning of evangelical

theology.

5.5.4 Is Grenz' use of tradition and culture in theological construction effective in

revisioning evangelical theology?

The fourth question asks if Grenz' use of tradition and culture in theological construction is

likely to be effective in revisioning evangelical theology. One of the key indicators of

effectiveness is the likelihood of Grenz'views being embraced by the community whose

theology he attempts to revision.

At a popular level, the suggestion that there are authoritative sources for theological

construction other than scripture itself is likely to have little appeal. Harmon notes, "Explicit

Baptist recognition of sources of theological authority in addition to Scripture thus far exists

t'rbid.: r03.
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almost exclusively in the context of academic theological discourse; extrabiblical sources of
authority have yet to be referenced by Baptist confessions of faith in North America.'oM

Though he is speaking of the Baptist context, Harmon's comments can be generalized to the

evangelical community. This raises a dilemma for Grenz' theological project. While it is

inevitable that his theological method will primarily be of interest to theologians, Grenz' goal

is to revision evangelical theolory in such a way that it is "theology for the community of
God." His intent is not elitist. Consideration therefore needs to be given to the practicality of
moving Grenz' project beyond the academy and into the life of the church.

Some of the negative reaction to Grenz' proposalhas resulted because he describes tradition

and culture as sources for theology. [n practice, he utilizes them as resources. If Grenz were to

say that scripture is the primary source to be used in theological construction, and that

tradition and culture are helpful resources whose voices should be heeded in the conversation

surrounding theological construction, it is likely that evangelicals would embrace his model.

This model represents a form of chastened foundationalism, which is what Grenz ultimately

seems to be proposing.

s.6 coNcLUsIoN

This chapter has explored Grenz' proposal to adopt tradition and culture as sources for

theological construction. In summary form, the response to the four evaluative questions as

applied to Grenz' proposals regarding tradition and culture are:

l) Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture make an original contribution to evangelical

theological construction? A minor contribution. While initially Grenz' model seems

radical, when the qualiJications he attaches to the use of nadition and culture we

factored in, the model is /ess original.

2) Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture as theological sources reflect a theological

method that is coherent and credible? Yes, provided one accepts that Grenz' model

represents a chastenedfotmdationalism rather than a postfoundational method.

3) Does Grenz' use of tradition and culture as sources in theological construction

contribute to the revisioning of evangelical theolory? Yes, a modest contibution.

4) Is Grenz' use of tradition and culture in theologicalconstruction effective in

revisioning evangelical theology? Almost. If he were to redesignate tradition and

cultare as resources orformativefactorsfor theological construction, il is likely that

the answer could be affirmative.

tn Harmon, "Baptist Understandings of Theological Authority: A North American Perspective," 59.
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These conclusions are used to draw up the table of findings in chapter 8.1.

The remaining significant component in Crenz' model is his proposal tlrat the Trinity,

community and eschatologry serve as theology's focal motifs. This is the topic of our next

chapter.
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CHAPTER SD(

ATI E)PLORATION AIID EVALUATION OF GRENZ' CHOICE A}ID USE OF

FOCAL MOTTF'S IN THEOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTION

6.l INTRODUCTION

Grenz and Franke suggest that in addition to utilizing scripture, tradition and culture as

sources for theology, a theology suited to the postmodern situation will utilize three focal

motifso namely the Trinity as a structural motif, community as an integrative motif and

eschatology as an orienting motif.r They reason that while the use of scripture, tradition and

culture provides a rounded trio of conversation partners for creative theological construction,

these need to be supplemented by the focal motifs of Trinity, community and eschatolory to

ensure that the theology constructed is not so specific to the context in which it arises that its

continuity with Christian theology becomes suspect. Placing contemporary theological

construction in eschatological perspective, and in this way working backwards from the

ultimate telos of human existence, helps to address the concerns of the present without being

held hostage to them. It ensures that theology retains a prophetically anticipatory character.

As Franke writes, "Hence, theology speaks about the acfual, future world for the sake of the

mission of the church in the present, anticipatory era...'02

There is a natural relationship between the three focal motifs chosen. Onishi pithily

summarizes it writing,

Taking our cue from Grenz, we will begin with the assumption that
community is the telos of existence; insofar as communion is the eternal
being of the triune God and that state of being for which we were given life
as part of creation.3

Alternatively expressed, if the eschaton will see the creation of a community that reflects and

interacts with the communion experienced by the triune God, focusing theological

construction around Trinity, community and eschatolory provides a seamless trio of motifs.

There are no obviously discordant notes or sharp edges in this approach. The intenelatedness

of the motifs is consistent with the nonfoundationalist approach Crenz wishes to adopg and

I Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shoping Theologt in a Postmodern
Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 24-25.
'John R. Franke, "Faith Seeking Understanding in a Postmodem Context: Stanley Grenz and
Nonfoundational Theology," Princeton Theological Review 12, no. | (2006):22.
3 Bradley B. Onishi, "Grenz's Theological Method and the Commodification of Religion," Princeton
Theological Review 12,no. | (2006):23.
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furthers the journey away from a building with a sure but single foundation to a web of

interrelated and interdependent beliefs.

In this chapter we explore Grenz' use of these motifs, primarily in Beyond Foundationalism

but also in his other works, and evaluate if his understanding and use of these motifs helps to

support our thesis proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theology."

We begin by systematically examining his understanding of each of the motifs and the

response that this understanding has elicited. The chapter then draws these threads together

and poses the four evaluative questions outlined in chapter 1.4 to see if Grenz' use of these

three focal motifs lends support to the thesis proposition.

6.2 TIIE TRINTTY AS TIMOLOGY'S STRUCTURING MOTTF

The Apostles' Creed and the Nicene Creed, both of which serve as ancient and ecumenical

symbols of the church, are structured around and divided into articles that correspond to the

three persons of the Trinity. The first focuses on God the Father and creation, the second on

the Son and reconciliation and the third on the Spirit and salvation as well as consummation.

Franke has noted that "For much of the history of the church this creedal pattern gave rise to a

trinitarian structure in the construction and exposition of theology."4 When Grenz and Franke

argue that the Trinity should serve as the structuring motif for theology, they are therefore

able to claim solid historical precedents for the practice.s

While in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt Grenz argues for the use of scripture, tradition

and culture as sources for theolory6 and for seeing community as the integrating motif for

theology,T both his use of the Trinity and eschatology as motifs is less fully developed.8 He

a Franke: 21.
t Which is consistent with their insistence that theological construction be sourced by (in addition to
scripture and culture) the tradition ofthe church.
o 

Stanley J. Grenz, Rnisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century
Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1993), 87-108.
rbid.. 137-r62.

8 Though as early as 1985 he argued for the importance of a theolory for the future being linked to the
future, and wrote: "Futurist theology calls the people of the world to tum from the past and its sin to the
future. It brings a vision of a coming glorious kingdom, which vision ought to shape the present."
Stanley J. Grenz, "A Theology for the Future," American Baptist Quarterly 4, no. 3 (1985): 266.ln
addition, while the stress in the earlier stages is on the motif of community, Grenz often portrays this
community as the eschatological community, e.g. "We live with the assured confidence concerning the
outcome of history and our participation in the eternal community of God." Stanley J. Grenz- Theologt

for the Community of God (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1994), 850.
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loosely utilizes a trinitarian framework to structure his major systematic theology worlg

Theologtfor the Community of God, but it is not as rigorously implemented as his later work

would suggest is appropriate.n While the integrative theme of community was present from an

early stage in Grenzo writing,l0 the possibilities of trinitarian theology for theological

construction gain in emphasis in his later work.

In some ways this slight treatment of the Trinity in his earlier theological construction is

surprising, as Grenz credits his doctoral mentor, Pannenberg with the honour of showing him

lrow the triunity of God should inform all areas of theology.lt However, while in Theologfor

the Community of God Grenz asserts the importance of the doctrine of the Trinity,rz in

practice the implications he spells out from the doctrine are largely linked to his

understanding of the connection between the Trinity and community. Thus he writes,

Insofar as God is the ultimate model and standard for humankind, the
essential nature of God forms the paradigm for the life of the Christian and of
the Christian community (Matt l0:39). At the heart of the Christian
understanding of God is the declaration that God is triune - Father, Sono and
Spirit. This means that in his eternal essence the one God is a socialreality,
the social Trinity. Because God is the social Trinity, a plurality in unity, the
ideal for humankind does not focus on solitary persons, but on persons-in-
community. Cod intends that we reflect his nature in our lives. This is only
possible, however, as we move out of our isolation and into relationship with
others. The ethical life, therefore, is the life-in relationship, or the life-in
communiw.l3

At this stage he does not develop this idea much further. Not that this should necessarily be

seen as a weakness. Grenz himself affirms the importance of the evolution of theological

thought and method, and suggests that theologians should consistently be going back to the

drawing board.ra

e His rationale is limited to less than a page. Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God,3l.
ro It became a major theme after his 1992 inaugural address as the Pioneer McDonald Professor of
Baptist Heritage, Theology and Ethics at Carey Theological College, the text of which can be found in
Stanley J. Grenz, "The Community of God: A Vision of the Church in the Postmodern Age," CrucZ8,
no.2 (1992).
f r 

See his discussion of this in Stanley J. Grenz, Rediscovering the Triune God: The Trinity in
C^ontemporary Theologt (Minneapolis: Augsburg Forfress, 2004), ix-x.
'' For example he writes, "The doctrine of the Trinity forms the heart of the Christian conception of
God. Rather than being of secondary importance, this doctrine is central to our faith. The implications
of this conception are immense." Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God,99.
'' Ibid.- 98.
ra 

"Rather tlan a situation to be bemoaned, the never-ending character of theology that drives its
practitioners back to the drawing board is actually a great strength of the discipline." Grenz,
Rediscovering the Triune God: The Trinity in Contemporary Theologt,223.

t54



Grenz' increasing use of a trinitarian motif for his theological structuring takes place against a

resurgence of interest in the doctrine of the Trinity. Grenzhas documented this renaissance in

Rediscovering the Tritme God.ts He is grateful for the renewal of trinitarian theolory that

largely commenced in the twentieth century and was given significant impetus by Karl

Barth's reassertion of the centrality of the doctrine of the Trinity for the theological task in his

Church Dogmatics.t6 While the doctrine has been prominent for much of church history, it

was not a key issue in the Reformation. The Reformers acknowledged the doctrine but did

little further reflection upon it, largely because their primary concern in this regard was not

God in himself (in se) but God as he is for us Qro nobis). Their focus was thus on the

authority of scripture, the nature of individual salvation, and the nature of Christian

community. The Age of Reason saw the doctrine challenged as a superstitious relic from the

past. While Hegel's work in the nineteenth century saw a foundation laid for the resurgence

of interest in the Trinity, it was not until Barth's work that the doctrine regained its prominent

position in theological construction.rT

Grenz believes that the renewal of interest in the doctrine of the Trinity will have significant

practical outcomes for the church. In an article written in honour of Clark Pinnock, Grenz

explores the relationship between a well developed understanding of the Trinity and the

worship life of the church,

The recent renaissance of theological interest in the doctrine of the Trinity
not only can but also must provide a needed resource for the renewal of
contemporary church practice in general and for renewal in the worshiping
life of the people of God in particular.rs

Grenz goes on to expand on the concept of theosis,te noting the trinitarian dynamic inherent in

participating in the divine life. Salvation is our participation in the divine Iife as a result of our

being 'in Christ' by the Spirit. This in turn is the basis of our being part of the church. [n its

life as a worshipping community, the church anticipates its final telos of eschatological

consummation when our theosis is fullv actualized.2o

tt lbid.

'u See e.g. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics,trans. G.W. Bromiley,2nd ed., vol. li I (Edinburgh: T.&T.
Clarl<" 1975),295.
r7 

See Grenz and Franke's summary of this era in Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism:
Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 183-186. For a more extended discussion, see Grenzn
R_ediscovering the Triune God: The Trinity in Contemporary Theologt.
't stanley J. Grenz, "Celebrating Eternity: Christian Worship as a Foretaste of Participation in the
Triune God," in Semper Reformandum: Studies in Honour of Clark Pinnock, ed. Stanley E. Porter and
Anthony R. Cross (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003),379.
'" Panicipation in the divine life or deification.
20 Grenz, "Celebrating Eternity: Christian Worship as a Foretaste of Participation in the Triune God,"
383-386.
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Another example of Grenz' practical application of his understanding of the Trinity is the way

in which he uses it to justifu an egalitarian as opposed to a complementarian view of gender

relationships.2r The concept of the perichoresis of the three trinitarian persons leads naturally

to a doctrine of God that stresses rnutuality rather than lordship. While, for example, Schemm

criticises Grenz for rejecting an assymetrical model of subordination in the Trinity to justifo

his egalitarian stance, it does serve as another example of the practical use Grenz makes of the

dochine of the Trinity .22 Grenz in turn, is clear that his stance is both theologically and

ethically justified. He cites Moltmann approvingly,

Convinced that societies reflect their fundamental theological outlook, their
basic understanding of God or the gods, in the way they organize themselves,
Moltmann views the doctrine of the Trinity as a "critical principle" for
theology in its mission of transforming the world. For this reason, he calls
Christian cultures to rediscover the biblical concept of God's triunity as the
community and fellowship among three equal persons, rather than the
monarchy of one person over the others and the world. "

Grenz believes that Moltmann's view is a rediscovery of the biblical concept of God's

triunity, highlighting Grenz' bias to giving scripture the priority as the leading theological

conversation partner.2a This excerpt from Grenz' The Social God and the Relational self: A

Trinitarian Theologt of the Intago Dei is one of several in this work where Grenz interacts

creatively with the insights of trinitarian theology to develop his anthropology." Again, the

doctrine of the Trinity has a practical corollary.

tl 
See e.g. Grenz' article "Anticipating God's New Community: Theological Foundations for Women

in Ministry," in particular his statement: "As Athanasius pointed out, without the Son the Father is not
the Father of the Son. Hence the subordination of the Son to the Father must be balanced with the
subordination of the Father to the Son." He continues, "Because the Father and the Son are mutually
dependent, a symmetrical trinitarian model presents a befter picture of God." Stanley J. Grenz,
"Anticipating God's New Community: Theological Foundations for Women in Ministry," Journal of
the Evangelical Theological Society 38, no. 4 (1995): 598. Another example is Grenz' "Theological
Foundations for Male-Female Relationships," in particular his stress that the mutuality within the
trinitarian God forms the basis for godly relationships between men and women. Stanley J. Grenz,

"Theological Foundations for Male-Female Relationships," Journal of the Evangelical Theological
Society 41, no.4 (1998).t' He is refening to Grenz' rejection of the concept of the one way subordination of the Son to the
Father. Peter R. Schemm Jr., "North American Evangelical Feminism and the Triune God: A Denial of
Trinitarian Relational Order in the Works of Selected Theologians and an Alternative Proposal" (PhD,
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2001), I l8-120. Though Schemm's views do find support
amongst some evangelicals, they should not be seen as representative. For a brief but helpfut survey of
the debate see Kevin Glles, The Trinity and Subordinationism: The Doctrine of God and the
Contemporary Gender Debate (Downers Grove: M,2002), 106-l 17.
?3 Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei,
The Matrix of Christian Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 45.
to Grenz is however aware that Moltrnann's social trinitarianism borders on tritheism. Grenz,
R-ediscovering the Triune God: The Trinity in Contemporary Theologt,85.
"' Grenz believes that this is totally appropriate. He writes, "the specifically theological context in
which theological anthropology must be developed is that of the confession of the triune God. Hence,
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ln Beyond Foundationalism Grenz and Franke spell out the rationale for using the Trinity as

the structuring motif in their theologr. They succinctly summarize their position,

Because Christian theology is committed to finding its basis in the being and
actions of the God of the Bible, it should be ordered and structured in such a
way as to reflect the primacy of the fundamental Christian confession about
the nature of this God. Because the structuring motif of the Christian
confession is trinitarian, a truly Christian theolory is likewise necessarily
trinitarian.26

It is not an argument that they engage in naively. They immediately follow this claim with an

acknowledgment that they are "conscious of the continuing scepticism regarding the doctrine

of the Trinity."27 John Stackhouse, a colleague of Grenz at Regent College, approvingly

summarises much of the criticism when he cautions against being too speculative as to the

implications of the Trinity. He warns,

Of course evangelicals should be trinitarian (for we have no evidence that
God is more than a trinity and lots of evidence that he is), and of course we
should plumb what depths we can of God's revelation of himself as triune in
order to know and enjoy and serve him best. My concern here is simply to
emphasize that we evangelicals ought to maintain our Christological
approach and Christological emphasis in all doctrine, including the doctrine
of God. This tradition willkeep us from presuming to know more abou! and
emphasizing more than we should about, the Holy Spirit, or God the Father,
or the Triune God in Godself. God the Holy Spirit points us to Christ, and
Christ is the one who shows us God the Father.28

While aware of the concerns of those who advocate a Christological approach, Grenz

considers it to be restricting. In his critique of the Stone-Campbell movement Grenz cautionso

A trinitarian impulse is evident in the very ecclesiological images found in
Scripture... limiting the discussion to these christological images risks losing
sight of the wealth of the biblical metaphors that connect the church to the
other trinitarian persons, as well as overlooking the connection between the
church and its Old Testament foundation.2e

Christian theological anthropolory is trinitarian theological anthropolory." Grenz, The Social God and
the Relational Self: A Trinitariqn Theologt of the Imago Dei,23.
'"_Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 170.tt lbid.
28 John G. Stackhouse, Evangelical Landscapes: Facing Critical Issues of the Day (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2002),169.
2e Stanley J. Grenz, "An Evangelical Response to Feguson, Holloway & Lowery: Restoring a
Trinitarian Understanding of the Church in Practice," in Evangelicalism & the Stone-Campbell
Movement, ed. William R. Baker (Downers Grove: lVP,2002),232.
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Grenz' conviction of the fruitfulness of a hinitarian approach in theological construction finds

support in the broader theological community. Schwdbel maintains "it is difficult to point to

any one area of theological reflection that is not potentially affected by being viewed from a

trinitarian perspective."30 Trinitarian structuring therefore seems a sensible part of an attempt

to construct a revisioned evangelical theolory.

In outline, the trinitarian structuring that Grenz and Franke envisage has the following key

features.

First they assert their conviction that, "The doctrine of the Trinity is not the product of

philosophically speculative theology gone awry but the outworking of communal Christian

reflection on the concrete narratives of scripture which call for coherent explanation."3l In

other words, they believe that the doctrine is biblically grounded, a conclusion reached by the

community of faith through their reflection on the biblical narrative, and thereby meeting

Grenzo first requirement for theological construction.

Second they believe that'oapart from a hiatus generated by the Enlightenment,"32 the doctrine

of the Trinity has informed and shaped theological conversation throughout the church's

history. In terms of Grenz' second source for theology (hadition), its significance has been

affirmed for most of the church's history. Indeed, as Grenz and Franke writen

...because the Christian community has, in a fundamental way, been
committed to finding its basis in the being and action of the triune God, truly
Christian theological reflection must continue in this tradition if it is to make
any claim of continuity with the past. Faithfi.rl Christian theolory should thus
be ordered and structured in such a way as to reflect the primacy of this
fundamental Christian confession.33

The third point is predictable but reflects consistency in their work. "A trinitarian theology

reflects the understanding of theology that arises from the contemporary understanding of the

nature of theology itself."3a The current cultural practice of the Christian community is to

regard the Trinity as the central symbol of the Christian community and as such the cultural

context requires that the Trinity be viewed as a key component in any theological model.

'o Christoph Schwdbel, "The Renaissance of Trinitarian Theolory: Reasons, Problems and Tasks," in
TrinitarianTheologt Today, ed. C. Schw0bel (Edinburgh: T.&T. Clark, 1995).
''GrenzandFranke, BeyondFoundationalism:ShapingTheologtinaPostmodernContext, lTT.
tt lbid., 186.
3' Ibid., rg7.
to lbid.
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In short, scripture, tradition and contemporary culfureo theolory's three key conversation

partners in Grenz' model, all point to the Trinity as a central motif for theological

construction.

A fourth point made is that in trinitarian theology the three key aspects, theology (proper),

Christology and Pneumatology are interretated.3s While a self-evident insight for a trinitarian

approach, it is a key concept.

A fifth concern of Grenz and Franke is to utilize the trinitarian understanding of God to

inform the anthropological quest.36 [n other words, what insight does the triune nature of God

give to answering the question of what it means to be human, and more specifically, imago

Dei? The trend has been to extrapolate from the relationality of God affirmed by the Trinity to

the relationality of humanity. If the ontological focus shifts from the divine substance of God

to God as divine persons in relationship, with the persons constituted by their relationship to

one another, then the key category of God's being can be viewed as relationality. Grenz and

Franke go on, "Throughout all eternity the divine life of the triune God is aptly characterized

by the word love, which, when viewed in the light of relationality, signifies the reciprocal

self-dedication of the trinitarian members to one another."37 Love requires both subject and

object and the statement "oGod is love' refers primarily to the etemal, relational,

intratrinitarian fellowship among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who together are the one

God.'n38

The relationality of God implicitly challenges the radical individualism championed since the

Enlightenment. The autonomous, individual self, championed in modernity, has subsequently

been rejected by postmodern thinkers who affirm that the "self is in some sense constituted by

social relationships."3e These relationships fluctuateo leading to a sense of impermanence,

even chaos. Grenz and Franke see the possibility of fruitful engagement with the postmodern

context by linking the concept of the triune, relational God with the imago Dei.The

postmodern insight that the self is a social reality gains focus when linked to the theological

insight that because God is relational, the imago Dei is only fully present in communi$. As

Grenz and Franke write.

" Ibid., lg2.
36 As Beyond Foundationalism is the clearest explication of Grenz' theological method, at this point I
am summarizing the main points he and Franke make in this work. However Grenz addresses the issues
raised by this particular topic at considerably greater length in Grenz, The Social God and the
Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei.
"-' Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationqlism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Contact, 195.
38 rbid.
3n Ibid., 197.
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The creation of humankind in the divine image, therefore, can mean nothing
less than that humans express the relational dynamic of the God whose
representation we are called to be. Consequently, each human is related to the
image of God ultimately only within the context of life in relationship. Only
in community can we truly show what God is like, for God is the community
of love, the eternal relational dynamic enjoyed by the three persons of the
Triniw.ao

They then conclude their exploration of the Trinity as theology's structuring motif by

emphasising that in addition to a trinitarian theology fully informing any discussion of the

theological foci of theology (proper), Christolory and pneumatology, the structuring principle

of God as triune and therefore relational "leads to a truly relational anthropology, a fully

theological ecclesiolory, and a completely trinitarian eschatology...'{r They also argue that it

points to the "primacy of community in the construction of Christian theologl."a2

Grenz' attempt to utilize a trinitarian structure in his theological construction is one of the less

controversial aspects of his project of revisioning evangelical theology. His thinking has been

shaped by Banh's appropriation of the Trinity in his work. By following Barth, Grenz

attempts to avoid the potential criticism that his trinitarian focus is at the expense of a

Christological centre.

In an article published shortly before his death, Grenz explores the topic of Jesus as the

imago Dei.a3 He laments that evangelicals have rarely developed the New Testament concepr

of Jesus as the imago Dei.aa While they have explored what it means that people are made in

God's image, they have rarely given more than cursory attention to the implications that flow

from viewing Christ as the image of God - as expounded particularly in 2 Corinthians 4:4 and

Colossians l:15. Grenz argues that failing to link the imago Dei to Christology leads to a

linear theological sequence of imago Dei tarnished by the fall. The focus then becomes

soteriological. Put slightly differently, theological loci move sequentially from theology

(proper) to anthropology to Christology to pneumatology to ecclesiology and then to

eschatology. Grenz comments that *This tried, tested, and true approach likewise generally

assumes that the findings in any given locus constifute the basis for the discussion in

no lbid.,20l.
o' Ibid.,2o2.
ot lbid.
a3 Stanley J. Grenz, "Jesus as the Imago Dei: lmage-of-God Christology and the Non-Linear Linearity
of Theolory," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 47, no. 4 (2004).
"" After criticising both Erickson and Grudem for the scant attention they pay to this in their systematic
theologies, Grenz acknowledges that he made the same error in his own systematic theolory text,
T he o I o gt for t h e C om mu n i ty of G o d. lbid; 624-625 .
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subsequent loci."45 There are numerous dangers in this approach, but Grenz expresses

particular concern that,

Christ's connection to the wider creation story is mediated through the story
of the fall of humankind rather than arising directly out of Jesus' vocation in
the divine program. The result is an anthropocentric, rather than a
theocentric, doctrine of creation. Creation becomes the background or stage
for the drama of the fall and subsequent restoration of humankind, rather than
an area in which Christ is Lord and as Lord completes the human vocation to
be the imago Dei.a6

In Beyond Foundationalism Grenz and Franke note that "for Barth it is the Christocentric

focus of the biblical witness that necessitates a trinitarian revelationaltheology.'/? They go on

to write, "the Christian understanding of God begins with the Son through whom God is

revealed as Father, and it is through the revelation of the Son that God is known as the triune

one.o'48 They conclude, "As a consequence of this Barthian insight, a truly trinitarian theology

is one that is structured around the self-disclosure of the triune God as centered in Christ and

given through Scripture to the believing community.'*' Extending this, they argue that in a

truly trinitarian theolory "all of,the theological loci are informed by and, in turn, inform the

explication of the Trinity."so

Put differently, Grenz is not willing to sacrifice a Christological focus to a trinitarian focus or

a trinitarian focus to a Christological focus. Following Barth, he weaves the close connection

between a Christological and a trinitarian focus and is thereby able to argue, in the sub title of

a later article, for "the non-linear linearity of theology" and for the importance of this in

constructing a coherent (as opposed to a logically linear) theology appropriate for a

postmodern context.sl

In assessing how effective Grenz is in using the motif of Trinity for the structuring of his

theolory, it is helpful to compare his work to that of other noted evangelical scholars. One

source of comparison is between Grenz and Erickson's text on the Trinity, God in Three

Persons; A Contemporary Interpretation of the Trinity.sz

nt lbid.:626.
oo lbid.
o' Grenzand Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theotogt in a Postmodern Context, 188.
ot Ibid., 189.
on Ibid.. l90.
'o [bid.

" Grenz, "Jesus as the Imago Dei: Image-of-God Christology and the Non-Linear Linearity of
Theology."
t' VittilO J. Erickson, God in Three Persons: A Contemporary Interpretation of the Trinity (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1995).
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Part of Erickson's motivation for writing this book is his concern that while there has been a

renaissance of interest in the doctrine of the Trinity within the broader theological

community, there "really has been no major scale doctrine of the Trinity produced for some

time by persons of distinctly evangelical persuasion, despite the cenhality of the doctrine in

evan gelical theology."53

Of practical significance for this research are the conclusions and implieations Erickson

draws from his work on the Trinity. Many are similar to the conclusions Grenz draws. Thus

Erickson argues that one of the effects of a communal understanding of the Trinity (a concept

which he supports) is that it shapes our understanding of personhood so that we believe that to

"the extent that the individual reflects the image of the Triune God, that individual would not

be solitary or independent, but would be related to other persons."54 The relationships

themselves should be characterized by mutual submission as Christians pattern themselves on

the model provided by the intratrinitarian relationships.5s Erickson even goes so far as to

suggest that the shared trinitarian life of God, while not dictating "a particular form of church

government.. . is most easily fitted with a congregational form of government, where each

communicant has a share in the power of determination of the group's actions."56 Extending

this further, while not willing to go as far as liberation theologians with their stress on the

implications of believing in a "communion of equals within the Trinity as a basis for

society,"sT he does agree that the "sort of society that would emerge from inspiration by the

trinitarian modelwould be one characterized by fellowship, equality of opportunity, and

sharing."58

All this sounds very similar to Grenz, especially the stress on the Trinity as a model for

community. However, what is notable is that Erickson does not extend these insights to

theological method and the sffucturing of theological systems. There is not an insistence on

viewing all theological loci through trinitarian eyes. Grenz' vision of the pivotal nature of the

Trinity for all theological thought therefore goes further than Erickson travels.

Though Grenz' use of the Trinity as the structuring motif for theolory is helpful, some

questions should be asked. Is "structuring" an adequate portrayal of the role the Trinity should

t'Ibid., 
14.

to lbid., 332.
tt lbid.,333.
56Ibid., 335.
57lbid., 336.
tt lbid., 337.
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play in theological construction? ln Theologtfor the Community of God, Grenz describes

how he has used the different members of the Trinity to allow for logical divisions in the

work (Part l, Theology - The Doctrine of Cod, Part 3, Christolory ,Part 4, Pneumatology).5e

ln itself, this is not remarkable. However, other theologians appropriate the doctrine of the

Trinity more creatively.

Leonardo Boff, for example, sees the Trinity not primarily as a way to structure theological

themes, but as a model for human community. Operating from a paradigm of liberation, Boff

is nevertheless careful to acknowledge that the Trinity is not structured to answer human

injustices, but is in the first instance a valid description of the way God is revealed. The

Trinity does, however, provide insight into the type of society God desires, as a society

modelled on the Trinity will be just, egalitarian and allow for the development of both groups

and individuals.6o

It would be easy to continue to list the different emphases theologians have drawn from the

doctrine of the Trinity.6l However, though suggesting that the Trinity is best seen as the

structuring motif for theolory, Grenz is convinced that linking the motifs of Trinity,

community and eschatolory together helps provide an answer to some of the most significant

questions raised by the renewal of interest in trinitarian theology. He argues that, *The golden

thread that weaves its way throughout a century of trinitarian theological renewal is the

question as to how theology can conceptualize the relationship between God-in-eternity and

God-in-salvation..." He suggests a consensus that, 'oAny truly helpful explication of the

doctrine of the Trinity must give epistemological priority to the presence of the trinitarian

members in the divine economy but reserve ontological primacy for the dynamic of their

relationality within the triune life." He then asks and answers, "What kind of ontology will

facilitate this theological objective? And the provisional answer to which the rediscovery of

the triune Cod in the twentieth century points is: An ontology that is thoroughly

eschatological and communal."62

Grenz thus seems confident that his trio of motifs, Trinity, eschatology and community, is

correctly clustered and provides a path into the future.

tt Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God,3l.
60 Leonardo Boff, Trinity and Society, trans. Paul Burns (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1988).
u' 

Grenz himself does so in Grenz, Rediscovering the Trtune God: The Trinity in Contemporary
Theologt.
62 tbid..zzz.
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Grenz' focus on relationality within the Trinity is central to his construction of a relationally

based theology. Rather than construct a doctrine of God from an understanding of one divine

substance, theolory moves from the three persons revealed in the Trinity to the divine unity.

There is an inherent threefoldness about all of God's acts of revelation, and we are thus

required to think in trinitarian terms when we think of God. However, this then overflows into

all loci of theology. For example, our understanding of humanity as imago Dei draws from

our understanding of God as triune and thus relational, which leads to a fully relational

anthropology, or a trinitarian theological anthropology. Utilising the Trinity as the structuring

motif for theolory is therefore more than a convenient system for classification and

structuring. It helps to reflect the nature of God and to shape our understanding of all the loci

of theology.

6.3 COMMTJNITY AS TIIEOLOGY'S INTEGRATIVE MOTIF

The selection of an integrative motif for theology is a well-established practice for

theologians. David Kelsey has effectively argued that all theological readings of scripture

depend upon "a single synoptic, imaginative judgment" in which the theologian "tries to catch

up what Christianity is basically about."63 Discussion therefore does not revolve around the

validity of attempting to find a suitable integrating motif, but of the adequacy and

appropriateness of the choice, and of the content attached to it. More recently, theologians

have shifted from choosing a single integrating motif to working with a cluster of related

themes. While Grenz was willing to cite community as the integrating motif for a revisioned

evangelicaf theology in his 1993 text Revisioning Evangelical Theologt, in Beyond

Foundationalismhe ties it closely together with the motifs of Trinity and eschatology, albeit

that each has a slightly different focus.

After signalling his intention to use "community" as theology's integrative motif in

Revisioning Evangelical Theology,6a Grenz proceeds to do so in Theologt for the Commtmity

of God.6s There are various reasons for his choice.

In the first instance, Grenz sees the motif of community as being biblically warranted, while

providing more focused content to the traditional evangelical selection of the theme of the

Kingdom of God as an integrative motif. He therefore sees his choice as clarifoing and

63 David H. Kelsey, The Use of Scripture in Recent Theologt (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 159.
oo Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, 137-162.
ut Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God.
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extending the evangelical tradition, rather than conffadicting it.66 In addition, he believes that

the motif of community is appropriate for a postmodern context. He suggests that the radical

individualism of the modern era has been replaced by a longing for genuine community and

belonging.6T The church rediscovering her identity as a community shaped by the

eschatological vision of the people of God participating in the life of the triune God, therefore

serves as a sign and witness in a postmodern era. In shoft, the discussion between scripture,

tradition and culture sees the affirmation of the choice of community as an integrating motif.

A second factor is the link between the structuring motif of the Trinity and the integrating

motif of community. The one flows naturally from the other. As Grenz writes in The Moral

Quest, "the Christian vision of God as the social Trinity and our creation to be the imago Dei

provides the transcendent basis for the human ethical ideal of life-in-community."68 Closely

linked to this is Grenz' insistence that community be understood in eschatological rather than

purely anthropological terms.6e It is the eschatological community that will reflect the imago

Dei.The focal motifs of Trinity and eschatology therefore cohere closely together with the

integrating motif of community.

A third factor is the lack of an adequately developed ecclesiology within evangelicalism.To

While in Grenz' theology community and ecclesiology should be understood as similar but

not synonymous terms, Grenz' choice of community rather than church or ecclesiolory is

sound as the term church is often understood in institutional and hierarchical terms, while

community emphasises the participatory and corporate character of the people of God. Using

communify as his integrative motif helps to ensure that ecclesiology has a central and

integrating role in his theology, while it also suggests the kind of ecclesial vision Grenz

considers valid. It is this meaning that Moore attaches to Grenz' stress on community when

he writes, "Within evangelicalism, 'post-conservatives' such as Stanley Grenz attempt to

'revision' evangelicaltheology with the doctrine of the church (or, more precisely, the

community of God) as the central organizing motif for doctrinal formulation."Tl

u,u_Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, 139.
o' Ibid.. l50.
ut Stuniey J. Grenz, The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity
Press, 1997),238.
u' 

See e.g. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Cenrury,
I 58.
oo For example, Grenz approvingly quotes Donald Bloesch on the'oappalling neglect" of ecclesiology
in evangelicalism. lbid., 168.
" Russell D. Moore, "God, Revelation, and Community: Ecclesiology and Baptist Identity in the
Thought of Carl F.H. Henry," Southern Baptist Journal of Theologt 3l, no. 2 (200$:26.
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Grenz envisions various gains by adopting community as the integrative motif for theolory.

Initially his understanding is sociologically mediated. He notes the communalist insight that

the social unit is integral to the process of knowing, stating "We are able to make sense of the

world because we have received a set of interpretive concepts mediated to us by the

community in which we live."72 In a later article Grenz notes Mead's insight that the

individual is not szri ge neris, but a product of the process of social interaction.T3 Our identity

develops as we find a narrative in terms of which our lives make sense. This narrative is

invariably embedded in the story of our identity conferring community. A consequence of the

Enlightenment was the rise of individualism, which was reflected in evangelical theology.

This led to an identity crisis (in which community am I embedded?), which in the postmodern

era has led to a quest for community. Crenz thus suggests that the call for a move from

individualism to community "is in effect a postmodern cry for the church to be the church."74

He argues that an adequately communal ecclesiolory should view the church as a covenant,

kingdom communityTs and claims that this "Biblical vision of community stands as a critique

of the modern evangelical concept of God's program in the world and of its individualistic

understanding of the church."76

Grenz sees the societal shift from individualism to a communitarian understanding as

justiffing a shift in theological focus. He rather daringly writes,

The human sciences are moving beyond the radical individualism of the
modern era to an understanding which seeks to strike a balance between the
individual and social dimensions of the human phenomenon. This
development suggests that theologt mu.st make a corresponding move.We
must journey beyond the focus on the kingdom, which typified the past
orientation of theology, while not leaving the insights of kingdom theology
behind. Into the reigning kingdom theology,I would argue, we must
incorporate the motif of 'community' as defining the nature of God's reign.
In so doing we can fill the kingdom of God with its proper content.T7

Grenz adds a qualifier that it is not only because the concept of community fits the thinking

of the contemporary world that this shift should be made, "but more importantly because it is

central to the message of the Bible" - a more traditional evangelical sentiment. T8

'2 Gtenz, "The Community of God: A Vision of the Church in the Posfinodern Age," 20.
73 Stanley J. Grenz, "'Communits/' as a Theological Motif for the Western Churchin an Era of
Globalization," Crux 28, no.3 (1992): 13.
to Grenz, "The Community of God: A Vision of the Church in the Postmodern Age," 20.
tt lbid.: zo-zs.
tu lbid.: 25.

" Grenz, "'Community' as a Theological Motif for the Western Church in an Era of Globalization," 14,

9^mphasis mine.
'o Ibid.: 14.
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He goes on to cast a theological vision of community,

The vision of the Scriptures is clear: The final goal of the work of the hiune
God in salvation history is the establishment of the eschatological community

-the one redeemed people of all the nations of the world dwelling in a
renewed earth - a renewed globe - enjoying reconciliation with their God,
fellowship with each other, and harmony with all creation. This goal of a
global community lies at the heart of God's actions in history.7e

It is significant that Grenz places this vision of community in an eschatological light -
consistent with his vision of a theological method that has the Trinity as its structuring motif,

community as its integrative motif and eschatolory as its orienting motif.

ln Beyond Foundationalism Grenz (and Franke) more fully develop the concept of

community as the integrating motif for theology. Their claim is that "CommunitSr forms the

theme that integrates the various strands of theological reflection into a single web or

mosaic."8o

They begin by noting the tension between two traditions within Western thought, that of

individualism and communalism. As is not uncommon for Grenz, what follows reads more

like a sociological than a theological text.sr Grenz and Franke articulate three aspects that

they see as central to their understanding of community. First is that a community consists of

a group of people who are conscious that they share a similar frame of reference, and as such

view "the world through similar glasses."82 Second is a group focus. They note that this does

not imply a uniformity of thought within the group, but rather a desire to participate in "an

ongoing discussion about what constitutes the identity of the group."83 Third is a focus on the

person, whereby "members draw their personal identity from the community.'84 The group

thus plays a key role in the shaping of the identity of the members who belong to it.

Drawing on the distinction between individualism and communalism, Crenz and Franke then

contrast individualistic views of ecclesiology with communal ones. They suggest that

individualistic views find their o'ecclesiastical counterpart in the view that sees the church as

the voluntary association of individual believers whose identity precedes their presence in the

tn lbid.: 16.
to 

Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,204.t' This is not intended as a criticism. One of Grenz' strengths is his interdisciplinary and integrative

3Pproach.
"" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,216.
8'Ibid.,217.
84 tbid.. zt8.
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congregation."s5 lnevitably this leads to a soft ecclesiology, for'Not only does such

individualism reduce the local congregation to a voluntary society, it demotes participation in

the visible community from an essential to an optional dimension of discipleship."86 This in

turn can lead to the church being little more than a life-style enclave rather than a community

in the fuller sense of the word.

Communal views start with the awareness that the community precedes the individual for it is

God who constitutes the church. 'oThe church is formed by the work of the Spirit who speaks

through the biblical text and thereby creates a people who inhabit the world God is

creating."87 The community created gathers around the constitutive narrative of Jesus the

Christ. As Grenz and Franke put it,

The Spirit-appropriated, community-fashioning biblical narrative spans the
ages from the primordial past to the eschatological future. As the church
retells this constitutive narrative it functions as a community of memory and
hope. It provides the interpretive framework - the narrative plot - through
which its members find meaning in their personal and communal stories...
Through their connection with this people, members of the community
discover the connection between their personal lives and something greater -
something transcendent - namely, the work of the biblical God in history.88

The community into which we are called invites us to participate together "in the perichoretic

community of trinitarian persons."se Participating in the divine life in this manner enables us

to see the shortcomings of various human groups in comparison to the divine community.

Aware of the shortcomings of all current versions of community, the church holds to the

eschatological ideal of what God is calling the church toward.

Acknowledging their indebtedness to the Reformed epistemolory of Alvin Plantinga and

Nicholas Wolterstorff, Grenz and Franke then provide three reasons theology should be

communitarian.e0 First it is communitarian because theology flows from the community of

faith. It is not simply the individual believer seeking understanding, but the community

seeking understanding. Second, theolory is communitarian because theology is about God

rt rbid.,z24.
tu tbid., 225.
tt tbid.
*t tbid., 226.
tn lbid., 228.
no Th.y are particularly influenced by their interaction with postfoundationalism, in particular their
view that certain beliefs, while communally shaped, are properly "basic." Like Gren4 both Plantinga
and Wolterstorffcan be accused of (or complimented for) a "sofl" or a o'chastened" foundationalism.
See e.g. D.A. Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenz's Renewing the Center," in
Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J.

Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004),52-53.
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and God is Trinity, hence God is social or community. Third, the biblical narrative points to

the ultimate goal of establishing community, and theology therefore has the task of unpacking

this eschatological goal.el They conclude with an explication of this third reason, suggesting

that the ultimate theme of scripture is the creation of the eschatological community. The

narrative plot of scripture is the exploration of the acts of God that make the creation of this

community possible. Because this is the underpinning theme of all of scripture, it is the

suitable integrating motif for theolory.

It is interesting to compare Grenzo work to the work of others, as well as to see the reaction

his work on communitv has elicited.

fuchard Hays' work in the field of New Testament ethics can be seen as supportive of Grenzo

choice and use of community as an integrative motif. In his own attempt to find suitable

Ienses to enable "our blurry multiple impressions of the texts" to o'come more sharply into

focus"e2 he selects communit5r, cross and new creation as his three focal images. Hays argues

that, o'lrlo single image can adequately encapsulate the complex unity of the New Testament

texts... consequentlyo we need a cluster - or, better, a sequence - of images to represent the

underlying story and bring the texts into focus."e3

Though Hays is working to produce an ethicalvision flowing from the New Testament while

Grenz is working on a broader canvas and endeavouring to construct a revisioned theological

method for evangelicalism, the areas of similarity and dissimilarity between the choices made

by Grenz and Hays are of interest. While Grenz selects the single integrative motif of

community for his theological construction, he is not necessarily in disagreement with Hays'

suggestion that a single image will not suffice, and we should add Grenz' choice of Trinity

and eschatolory as structuring and orienting motifs for theology to our consideration. At this

point interest in the comparison heightens. Hays selects community, cross and new creation,

Grenz, community, Trinity and eschatology.

Both agree that the theme of community is part of the selection. Like Grenz, Hays affirms that

the primary focus of the biblical story is the formation of a covenant people, rather than of a

collection of unrelated individuals. "The community, in its corporate life, is called to embody

t' Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shoping Theolog,, in a Postmodern Context,23l-232.
e2 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Tistament: Community, Cross, New Creation; a
Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Cr&ics (New York: Harper Collins, 1996), 195.
n' Ibid.. r96.
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an alternative order that stands as a sign of God's redemptive purposes in the world."e4 Hays

goes on to write, "The coherence of the New Testament's ethical mandate will come into

focus only when we understand that mandate in ecclesial terms, when we seek God's will not

by asking first, 'What should 1do,' but 'What should we do?"'e'

Hays had earlier suggested three criteria for evaluating the adequacy of images proposed as

focal lenses, viz. that the image finds a textual basis in all the canonical witnesses, second that

the image does not stand in serious tension with the ethical teaching or major emphases of

any of the New Testament images and third, that the image highlights "central and substantial

ethical concerns of the texts in which it appears."eu Hays is convinced that the lens of

community meets these requirements, and that it is an appropriate motif as the "church is a

countercultural community of discipleship, and this community is the primary addressee of

God's imperatives."eT

If Hays' selection of community adds support to Grenz' comparable choice, his selection of

the cross and new creation as his other two central motifs raises interesting issues. Though

their agendas are slightly different, (Hays constructing a model for ethical evaluation, Grenz,

a theologicalmethod), it does raise questions of the genuinely evangelical nature of Grenz'

model if the motifs of the cross and new creation are not included. However, a closer reading

of Hays indicates that eschatological concerns dominate when he speaks of the motif of new

creation,es so again this is supportive of Grenz' project.

The significant difference is therefore the absence of the motif of the cross in Grenz'

theological construction. This is an important observation. While the cross is a central image

for all forms of Christian theology, evangelicalism has historically been linked to a strong

emphasis on the soteriological significance of the crosso with emphasis placed on a

substitutionary understanding of the atonement. If evangelicals are to be understood as

"people of the book" they are also understood as people who stress the redemptive imperative

of accepting the forgiveness offered through Christ's substitutionary sacrifice on the cross.ne

uo [bid.

" Ibid., 196-197.
nu tbid., 195.
nt rbid., tg6.
tt Ibid.- r98.
ne Grenz himself suggests that a key ethos of evangelicalism is its "convertive piefy". This cannot be
understood apart from the classical evangelical emphasis on conversion through the substitutionary
work of Christ on the cross. In Revisioning Evangelical Theologt Grenz writes: "evangelical theology
is oriented around the practical task ofreflecting on and delineating the nature ofthe conversion
experience, which as evangelicals we all share... the genius ofclassical evangelicalism is its concern
for or emphasis on a conscious experience of the grace of God in conversion. Hence it is characterized
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The absence of such focal images in Grenz' theological construction is therefore surprising,

and raises questions as to whether evangelicals are likely to see his theological method as

being sufficiently continuous with evangelical theology to eflectively revision it.

Hays does note a potential danger in utilizing the cross as a paradigm for Christian ethics,

namely that it might "be used by those who hold power in order to ensure the acquiescent

suffering of the powerless,"r0O but quickly retorts that such a use of the text is clearly

unwarranted, for "lt is precisely the focal image of the cross that ensures that the followers of

Jesus - men and women alike - must read the New Testament as a call to renounce violence

and coercion."lol

An inevitable criticism of a communitarian emphasis is that the focus is so much on the

community that it comes at the expense of a focus on the transcendence of God. While

partially appreciative of Grenz' work, Dever asks if Grenz' communitarian focus sees Grenz

stress the horizontal rather than the vertical aspects of sin. He writes,

One caution here: some evangelicals are taking on board the critique that
postmodemism makes of evangelical Christianity and in response are
adopting communitarian language. For example, though there is much that I
as a Baptist and congregational Christian appreciate in his writings, some of
Stanley Grenz's materials have a troubling lack of reference to a vertical
dimension to sin - that is, to the truth that sin is fundamentally against God
(e.g., Ps 5l). Again and again, it is described only in a horizontal
dimension.l02

It is questionable if Dever's tidy categorizing of sin into "vertical" and "horizontalo'is

biblically sustainable. Dever's citing of Ps 51 in support of his point is questionable. While it

is true that the Psalmist writes "Against you, you only have I sinned,n'1o3 the Psalm arises out

of Nathan confronting David for his adultery with Bathsheba and the subsequent murder of

her husband Uriah. While David's sin was an affront to his God anointed role, and thus to

God, the "horizontal" aspects of this scenario are shiking. It seems reasonable to argue that

David's sin was as much against the community that had entrusted him with the task of being

by what Dayton calls 'convertive piery."' Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agenda

for the Twenty First Century,23.
roo Hays, 197.
ro'Ibid.
r02 Mr.k E. Dever, "Communicating Sin in a Postmodern World," in Tetling the Truth: Evangelizing
Postmoderns, ed. D.A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 147-148.

'o' Ps 51:4 (NIV).
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their king, as against God.roa Ironically, Dever might have strengthened Grenz' point by the

very example he chooses.

In his PhD dissertation, Peter Schemm suggests that in trying to correct a historic

overemphasis on the transcendence of God, Grenz allows the pendulum to swing too far in

the opposite direction, and transfers the focus from transcendence to relationality, so that the

immanence of God dominates.l0t This leads to the risk of inadequately distinguishing between

the communal life of the Triniw and human communitv.

Schemm's thesis should not be accepted uncritically. In a brief article published in 1993,

Grenz argues that the key tug of war in theolory in the twentieth century is between those

who stress the transcendence of God (e.g. Barth) and those who stress God's immanence (e.g.

Liberation theologians). He suggests that one of the challenges for theologians at the

transition point between the modern and post-modern eras is to "articulate anew the Christian

conviction of the transcendent-immanent God."r06 As a way forward he postulates "God

transcends our present circumstances from the vantage point of the telos or goal of the whole

of reality. At the same time, God is immanent in our circumstances, sharing our present."l07

While Schemm believes that Grenz is not ultimately successful in balancing the paradox

represented by divine immanence and divine transcendence, Grenz is mindful of the need to

uphold both tmths.

Wellum is sceptical of placing too much emphasis on community in theological construction.

While his main reservation is with Grenz' proposal to allow the community to serve as the

arbiter of what the Spirit is saying to the church through the scriptures, his concern is broader,

...finite human beings and communities are too historically situated and
sociologically conditioned to ever yield a oGod's eye point of view,' that is,
an objective and universalviewpoint. Truth, in the end, cannot be what
modernism hoped it was; rather it must be perspectival, provisional, local,
and ultimately, what the community most values - pragmatic.l08

too Grenz deals with the question of sexual abuse as an abuse of power and a betrayal of trust in his co-
authored work, Betrayal of Trust: Sexual Misconduct in the Pastorate. While the focus is on the
pastorate, the principles he outlines would also be applicable in the David-Bathsheba incident. Stanley
J. Grenz and Roy D. Bell, Betrryal of Trust: Sexual Misconduct in the Pastorate (Downers Grove:
Inter Varsity Press, 1995).

'ot Schemm Jr., l2l-125.
rou Stanley J. Grenz, "Twentieth Century Theology: The Quest for Balance in a Transitional Age,"
Perspectives 8, no. 6 (1993): 13.
'"'Ibid.
rot 

Stephen J. Wellum, "Postconservatism, Biblical Authority, and Recent Proposals for Re-Doinig
Evangelical Theology: A Critical Analysis," in Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical
Accommodation in Postmodern Times, ed. Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 1 63.
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If Grenz' focus was on community without the orienting motif of eschatology, this criticism

would be valid. As it is, Grenz' clear articulation of the link between community and

eschatolory theoretically counters the fear that truth will be limited to the "perspectival,

provisional, local and ultimately... pragmatic.'l0e I say "theoretically counters" because an

appeal to an eschatological orientation is easier to make than to implement. Given the

tentativeness of the eschatological vision, how can we be certain of the precise building

blocks of this vision? While it is true that ultimate reality is eschatological, how do we access

this vision in this penultimate age? While the clues are contained in scripture, our

interpretation ofthem is from a local perspective, albeit a perspective broadened by

conversing together with the community of faith through the ages (the tradition of the

church). It is not an issue easily resolved.rr0

6.4 ESCHATOLOGY AS TIIEOLOGY'S ORIENTING MOTIF

Eschatology as an orienting motif involves adopting a reverse hermeneutic, where the

direction is from new creation to original creation, or put alternately, where everything is

understood in the light of the end, rather than the beginning. The influence of his doctoral

mentor, Pannenberg, is most clearly shown in Grenz' adoption of eschatology as theology's

orienting motif. Echoing Pannenberg in 1992 Grenz wroteo "truth is essentially historical and

ultimately eschatological; it is what shows itself throughout the movement of time climaxing

in the end event, which is anticipated in the present.'orrr

Given the influence of Pannenberg on his work, it is somewhat surprising that Grenz' strong

eschatological emphasis was not a major theme in Revisioning Evangelical Theologt. While

Grenz makes it clear that his integrative theme of community draws its content from the

vision of the eschatological community, it is not a central refrain. Of the six major themes

tot lbid.

"0 For Grenzo (in my opinion unsuccessful) attempt to do so, see Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing the
Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker,2000), 244-248.For an
excellent and sympathetic discussion of the same problem, but this time in relation to the theology of
Pannenberg, see Christiaan Mostert, God and the Future: Woffhort Pannenberg's Eschatological
Doctrine of God (London: T & T Clark, 2002).
rrf Stanley J. Grenz, "The lrrelevancy of Theology: Pannenberg and the Quest for Truth," Calvin
Theological Journal 27, no.2 (1992):309. While agreeing with Pannenberg on the central, orienting,
role ofeschatology, he expresses reservations about Pannenberg's project, writing: "I applaud him for
his attempt to create a systematic theolory that arises out of the trajectory that begins with the Bible
and runs through theological history, but I would favor a more evident, stronger indication of concern
for the situation in which the theologian seeks to work. Nor am I totally comfortable with what appears
to be my mentor's thoroughgoing rationalism. Although I am drawn to his method, I would put greater
emphasis on the idea of mystery and the place of the community of faith in the theological task."
Grenz, "The Irrelevancy of Theolory: Pannenberg and the Quest for Truth," 310.
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developed in Beyond Foundationalism,ttz the motifs of Trinity and eschatology lacked

significant development in the earlier programmatic work.l13 Perhaps the later Grenzfelt the

need to cast his net more broadly than simply emphasising the motif of community, or more

probably, he recognized how substantially these two later motifs support and fill out the motif

of community.

ln Beyond Foundstionalism, Grenz and Franke systematically unpack their understanding of

eschatolory as the orienting motif for theology. They are keen to ensure that eschatology is

not relegated to the status of an unrelated compartment within Christian truth, but rather that

it "seryes to orient all theological reflection.o'lla

While appreoiative of Moltmann's work, and acknowledging him as providing "the

paradigmatio eschatological theology,"ll5 Grenz and Franke are concerned that Moltmannl16

Iapses into an anthropological foundationalism by viewing hope as an ontological given, with

the human person being seen as intrinsically hopeful, and are anxious lest this anthropocentric

foundationalism might replace the specific biblical hope that should guide and direct human

hope.rrt They argue that substituting anthropological hope for biblical hope "reduces hope to

wishful thinking"r18 and that therefore "our theolory of hope must view hope as particular,

not generic.'olle

Viewing eschatolory as dealing with the telos or ultimate purpose of existence, rather than a

set ofdisconnected events that happen at the end, leads inevitably to the need to orientate all

theolory around the ultimate purpose and goal of creation. Perception as to why Grenz and

Franke view this nonfoundationalist approach to eschatology as important is aided by

considering models they wam against. They are particularly concemed that in evangelical

circles eschatology tends to be viewed as a disconnected series of events, the timing of which

ll2 Scripture, tradition and culture as sources for theolory, and Trinity, community and eschatolory as

its motifs.
tt' Grenz starts to develop a clearer eschatological emphasis in Theologt for the Community of God.
Whilst the theme of community dominates, he makes it clear that the themes of eschatolory and
community should be tinked so that more strictly the integrative motif for his theolory should be seen

as "the eschatological community." Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God,30.
"o Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,240.
r't tbid.,245.

"u They also mention other theologians influenced by this approach, e.g. Andrew Lester and Donald

93ppr, both of whom are pastoral theologians. lbid.,247.
"' Ibid.

"t lbid.,248.
tto rbid.,z4g-
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is controversial.l2O They dismiss such an approach as inadequate, citing as an example Wayne

Grudem's characterization of eschatology as the compilation of what the Bible teaches about

the major events yet to come in the history of the universe.rzr Such a stance is inadequate in

that it fails to recognize the pivotal role eschatolory plays in providing a coherent theology

that is consistently oriented toward the eschatological future of God.lt is the focus on /e/os

and the God whose purposes are reflected inthe telos that makes a theology eschatological. In

addition, a theologically significant eschatology, as opposed to the humanist myth of

inevitable human progress, avoids tle "bankruptcy" exposed by postmodernism in its critique

of modern narratives with an anthropocentric orientation.r22 Ultimately history is not our

story, but God's story. As Grenz and Franke write "history's goal is nothing less than the

reatization of God's purposes for creation."l23

Grenz and Franke are also concerned that "Reformed Scholastic theologians tend to engage

central theological questions from the perspective of eternity past."t24 They view this

perspective as unnecessarily static and deterministic, thus,

Events in time have no raison d'€tre except to reveal sovereign decisions
made in eternity past. Even the eschaton becomes little more than the final
event in a vast chain of happenings known already to God before the
beginning of time.r25

They suggest that the more appropriate approach is to adopt a dynamic orientation toward the

future, allowing future reality to break into and shape the present. While postmodernism has

queried if ontology is pass6, this more dynamic approach allows for the adopting of an

ontology that shifts the focus from'obeing" to o'becoming.""u However, this is not to suggest a

lapse into process theolory, where the present is the determiner of the future, for the focus is

on the role that the future, rather than the present, has in the shaping of reality. At this point

Grenz and Franke swing more directly to the work of Grenz' mentor, Pannenbergn and

explore his eschatological ontology, which gives ontological priority to the future. The future

is an existential reality to the extent that it gives direction to the present and allows us to

transcend the particularity of any given moment. Via anticipation we are able to participate in

the eschatologically objective world - the new creation of God. Through the constructive

'to Grenz outlines these views fairly objectively in Stanley J. Grenz, The Millennial Maze: Sorting oul
Euangelical Options (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1992).
'" Grenz and Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,253.
'7'rbid.,26l.
't'Ibid.r24lbid..265.

't'rbid.
t26 rbid.,267,
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power of language we inhabit a linguistically constructed world that sees and experiences

reality from the perspective of eschatological realism.

Grenz suggests that theologians serve the Christian community as they explore,

The world-constructing, knowledge-producing, identity-forming 'language'
of the Christian community. The goal of this enterprise is to show how the
Christian mosaic of beliefs offers a transcendent vision of the glorious
eschatological community God wills for creation and how this vision
provides a coherent foundation for life-in-relationship in this penultimate age
as we anticipate the glorious fullness of the eschatological new creation. ln
fulfilling this role, theology assists the community of Christ in its mandate of
being the sign of the age to come.tzt

Grenz' use of eschatology as theology's orienting motif opens many creative doors.

It replaces the stress on the need to be o'counter-cultural" that is often found in the writings of

evangelicals. The focus is no longer on providing an alternate to the current societal values,

but on retaining a consistent eschatological orientation. At times this leads to being affirming

and embracing of certain aspects of culture; at other times it requires adopting a prophetic

stance and distancing the faith community from contemporary cultural expression. The

agenda is set by eschatological reality, rather than current cultural practice.

An eschatological orientation could also impact the agenda of the religious right.r28 While

more closely aligued to fundamentalism than to evangelicalism, the religious right adopts a

culturally inconsistent stance. The apocalyptic versions of eschatology usually adopted by the

religious right sometimes mute the ethical questions that an eschatological orientation should

raise.r2e The quest to identifo and personi$r the anti-Christ, and thereby to stigmatise the

enemy, discourages the asking of probing ethical questions. By contrast, an ethical focus on

the life to be enjoyed with the triune God by the eschatological community (rather than on the

apocalyptic process itself) predisposes toward a carefully reflective and nuanced social

ethic.l30

'27 rbid.,z73.
r28 Pierard notes that "The conseryatism that constitutes the wellspring of modern-day Christian
rightism has deep roots in the evangelical past. To be sure, evangelicalism contributed a positive vision
ofsocial reform... But there was an unpleasant side to the evangelical experience." Richard Pierard,
"The New Religious Right in American Politics," in Evangelicalism and Modern America, ed. George
Marsden (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1984),162.
t'n ln Th" Deeper Significonce of the Mitlenium Debate,Grenz explores some of the implications that
flow from adopting differing stances on the Millenium. Stanley J. Grenz, "The Deeper Significance of
the Millennium Debate," Southwestern Journal of Theologt 36, no. 2 (1994).
r30 Grenz' unease with the religious right is clearly shown in one of his earliest articles, Listen America,
and to a lesser extent in Secular Saints. Stanley J. Grenz, "Listen America!: A Theological and Ethical
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While the appropriateness of an eschatological orientation when considering topics such as

social justice, the nature of the church's life in society or interpersonal relationships is

reasonably clear,r3l it is far less obvious when dealing with what seem to be entirely "this

worldly" concems, such as human sexuality. Given that Matthew's gospel announces that'oAt

the resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage; but they will be like the

angels in heavenn"r32 it is not immediately clear how Grenz will utilize an eschatological

orientation in his own extensive ethical reflection in the realm of sexuality. However, Grenz

displays consistency here, and manages to link the human sex drive to a deeper ultimate (and

therefore eschatological) desire for communion and bonding with God. ln Sexual Ethics: An

Evangelical P erspective he writes,

Community with God, therefore, is the "last thing," the telos or goal of God's
salvific activity and the goal of creation and history. As humans enter into
fellowship with God, the design of the Creator in making sexual beings,
beings who seek to form bonds, comes to completion.l33

Though he believes that "genital sexual activity has no place in the eschatological reign of

6o6rrr-34 he argues against adopting a vision of a nonmaterial, and sexless future, writing,

"Sexuality is present in the form of the aesthetic sense, as is evidenced by the biblical vision

of the beauty of the place of God's eschatological reign. But of highest importance, sexuality

remains present in the form of mutuality."l3s This understanding of human sexuality enables

him to weave together his motifs of Trinity, community and eschatology.''u

Though Grenz structures Theologtfor the Community of God in a relatively innovative

manner,t" by placing his reflections on eschatolory at the end of the work he subtly

undermines its ability to serve as the orienting focus for theology. While it is true that most

Assessment," Foundations 25, no.2 (1982), Stanley J. Grenz, "Secular Saints: Civil Religion in
America," The Baptist Quarterly 33, no. 5 (1990).
''' See for example the implications Grenz draws in Anticipating God's New Community.In it he
writes, "Our corporate life ought to point toward the perfect fellowship of God with humankind that
will characterize God's eschatological community." Grenz, "Anticipating God's New Community:
Theological Foundations for Women in Ministry," 602.
'" Matthew 22:30 The Holy Bible: New International Version, (International Bible Society, 1984).
r33 Stanley J. Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspectivra (Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
t997),249.

'to Ibid.,25o.t" Ibid., 25 r.
t'u Not that we should assume that all questions are answered by this eschatological orientation. For
example, if genital sexual activity has no place in the eschatological reign of God, why does Grenz pay
so much attention to what genital activity may and may not take place this side of the eschaton? This
question is considered in the next chapter.
"' Most notably, delaying the discussion of the role of scripture to the second half of the work, where
he looks at it under the theme of pneumatology.
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works in systematics follow chronological lines and place eschatology at the end,l38 one has

to ask in what way eschatology is empowered to orient all theological reflection if it appears

as epilogue.lse In particular we could question why a systematics aimed at communicating

with a postmodern audience follows such a neat linear pattern. As Grenz' initial focal motif

was simply that of community, with the motifs of Trinity and eschatology gaining in

emphasis in his later work, we can only speculate if he would have reordered his systematics

if it had been a later project.raO However, given that the discussion of eschatology as

theology's orienting motif is assigned the final chapter in Beyond Foundationalisrn, it seems

unlikely. It appears to be a tension that Grenz never grappled with.ral

In defence of Grenz, we could argue that the terminal placement of eschatologr helps to

emphasise its historicity. If eschatological realism is to provide the orientation for theological

construction, it could be unwise to locate discussion of the eschaton at any point other than

one that strengthens the concept of historical reality, as by doing so, one could create the

impression that the eschaton serves as a wishful image rather than a certain hope.

6.5 FOUR EVALUATIVE QUESTIONS

In evaluating the effectiveness of Grenzo focal motifs, we need to ask if they add support to

the thesis proposition that "Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theology." The opening chapter of this thesis suggests that the proposition be

tested against four key questions:

I ) Does Crenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

construction?

2) Is Grenz'theological method coherenl and credible?

3) Does Grenz' method genuinely revision evangelical theolog,t?

4) Is Grenz' method effective in revisioning evangelical theology?

r38 This is the scheme followed by Erickson, Grudem and McGrath.

"n Moltmann's comments in this regard are memorable: "From first to last, and not merely in epilogue,
Christianity is eschatology..." and a little later, "A proper theolory would therefore have to be
constructed in the light of its fi.rture goal. Eschatology should not be its end, but its beginning." Jilrgen
Moltmann, Theologt of Hope: On the Ground and the Implications of a Christian Eschatologt, trans.
James W. Leitch (London: SCM, 1967),16,
rao Though no such re-ordering appears in his later Createdfor Community, the popularized version of
Theologtfor the Community of God. Stanley J. Grenz, Createdfor Community: Connecting Christian
B.elief with Christian Living (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998).
'"' Though one of the last articles he published deals with "the non-linear linearity of theology," though
he applied it to Christology, not eschatology. Grenz, "Jesus as the Imago Dei: lmage-of-God
Christologl and the Non-Linear Linearity of Theology."
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We will apply these questions to his use of the three focalmotifs of Trinity, community and

eschatology, in theological construction. This evaluation, together with that offered of Grenzo

use of the sources of theology in chapters 4 and 5, and the study of the implementation of his

method in chapter 7, will form the basis for our final assessment of the validity of the thesis

proposition.

6.5.1 Does Grenz' use of the three focal motifs make an original contribution to

evangelical theological construction?

As regards the originality of Crenz' motifs for theology, it is fair to say that his choice is

primarily guided by the emphasis of others. All three of his motifs had a resurgence of interest

in the second half of the twentieth century, an interest that has continued in the twenty first

century. His selection gives his theology a contemporary rather than an original feel.

However, attaching the descriptor of original to Grenz' theology should not be restricted to

original for the entire theological enterprise, but could mean original for the theological sector

within which he works, evangelicalism. On this basis, a more affirming assessment of Grenz'

originality can be made.

While Grenz' use of eschatologa as an orienting motif owes more to his doctoral supervisor,

Pannenberg, than to Grenz' originality, other key evangelicals have not been as quick to

appropriate Pannenberg's insights. Thus e.g. while Erickson makes a few references to

Pannenberg in his Cftrl'stian Theologt, they are largely limited to mildly critical comments on

his Christological method.ra2 Grudem's Systematic Theologt makes no mention of

Pannenberg at all. McGrath's Christian Theologt is more generous in its appropriation of

Pannenberg, though his thinking cannot be seen as formative of McGrath's approach.ra3

Similar comments can be made about the way in which the three utilize Moltmann's thought,

which has also been influential in shaping Grenz' eschatological focus.

Perhaps more noteworthy is the way Grenz utilizes the insights of Pannenberg and Moltmann.

Whereas Erickson mentions their work largely to critique it, Grudem ignores it and McGrath

discusses it as part of the overall story of the historical development of Christian theology,raa

to' Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theologt (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985),668-672.
ra' Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theologt: An Introduction,2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997). Pl86-
187,350-351,38t-383.
l4 Mccrath's approach is significantly more sympathetic than Erickson's.

179



Grenz by contrast quotes it in support of the theological position he is developing.rot Unlike

many evangelicals, Grenz is willing to utilize the insights of the broader theological fraternity.

This willingness is part of the contribution he makes to the evangelical community. His use of

substantial theologians from outside the boundaries of evangelicalism is part of the generous

orthodoxy he seeks to model.

Grenz' use of eschatolory as an orienting point for his theology stands in contrast to the use

made of it by other key evangelicals. Grudem devotes part 7 of his work to the topic, calling it

"The Doctrine of the Future" but handles it as a sequenced event. He moves from the return

of Christ, to the millennium, to judgement and concludes with a brief chapter on the new

heavens and new earth. The focus is on what will happen in the future, coupled with a

discussion of some aspects of this that have proved divisive amongst evangelicals.ra6 There is

no sense that the entire theological enterprise is structured around or oriented toward the

motifs that flow from the eschaton. Whereas Grenz devotes a chapter to exploring the

significance of the eschaton,raT there is no comparable chapter in Grudem's work. Indeed,

rather than being the pinnacle of Grudem's theology, Grudem's final chapter on the new

heavens and earth is one of the shortest of the 57 chapters that make up his text. While

McGrath and Erickson have a wider perspective than Grudem, Grenzo work has a

signifi cantly stronger eschatological focus.

Though each of the motifs Grenz selects has had renewed interest, it is his clustering of the

three that adds to the originality. It also reflects a development in Grenz' thinking. Whilst

Revisioning Evangelical Theolog is content to list community as the integrating theme in

theological construction, the list has expanded to include Trinity and eschatology by the time

Beyond Foundationalism is written.ras The expanding list raises the unanswerable question:

would Grenz have continued to add to the list if his theological project had been completed?

In the light of the above, our overall assessment of Grenz' originality is that his use of his

focal motifs is original within the evangelical context.

rat For some examples, see Grenz, Theologt for the Community of God, 64,84,104, 140, 843, 845.
tou Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theologt: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids:

Zondervan, 1994), chps 54-57.
' "' Grenz, T h e o I o gt for t h e C om mtt n i ty of G o d. chp 24.
tot Albeit that the focus of each is different, community remaining the integrating motif, while the
Trinity is now assigned the role of a structuring rnotif and eschatology that of the orienting motif.

180



6.5.2 Does Grenz' use of the three focal motifs reflect a theological method that is

coherent and credible?

It seems reasonable to evaluate Grenz against his own stated goal for developing alternate

motifs for evangelical theology.ln Revisioning Evangelical Theologt he notes that

evangelicals often utilize the image of the Kingdom of God as their integrating motif. He

argues that in itself it lacks adequate content, and reasons that by making community the

integrating motif, the image comes into sharper and more meaningful focus.lae His addition of

Trinity and eschatology to the original sole proposal of community suggests that not everyone

saw the fullrange of implications that flow from this motif, and that it therefore, like the

image of the kingdom of God, needed development. Indeed, contra Grenz, we could argue

that the link of eschatology to the motif of the kingdom of God is more self-evident than it is

to that of community. Similarly, the link between the Trinity and the kingdom of God is more

apparent than it necessarily is to that of community. Has Grenz' modification therefore

disrupted the elegantly simple but rich image that has undergirded the theological quest of

most evangelical theologians for the last century? Is his replacement simply wordier and more

cumbersome, without adding any significantly new insights?

To answer we should be clear of Grenzo original intent. While he is willing to acknowledge

the'oappropriateness" of the motif of the kingdom of God,l50 he believes that, "Kingdom

theolory suffers from at least one fatal flaw. It employs as its integrative motif a concept that

it leaves undefined... In shorto what is the world like when it is transformed by the in-

breaking of the kingdom?'orsr Of particular concern to Grenz is that, "The kingdom could

simply be a reality in which the individual as individual can participate. Twentieth-century

theology, therefore, maintained - even deepened - the role of modern theolory as the support

for the cult of the individual."l52

While it is true that evangelicalism has often had an excessive focus on the individual, this

relates more to its soteriology with its accompanying stress on the need for each individual to

be converted.rs3 It is not clear why Grenz should accuse the motif of the kingdom of God of

t4t Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, 139-162.
tto lbid., 147.
t5t tbid., 148.t" tbid., l50.
153 In writing on "conversionism" as one of the defining characteristics of evangelicalism, Bebbington
says, "The line between those who had undergone the experience and those who had not was the
sharpest in the world. It marked the boundary between a Christian and a pagan." David Bebbington,
Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A Historyfrom the 1730s to the 1980s (Grand Rapids: Baker,

1989),5.
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fostering individualism, though perhaps the association of the kingdom of God with the rule

of God leads to the responsive thought of our individual obedience. It is however true that the

motif of community disallows a radical individualism.

Interesting also is what Grenz does not critique. As he was devising a theology appropriate

for a postmodern context one would have imagined he might have been uneasy with

'okingdom" images simply because of the close mental association between "kingdom" and

colonialism, authoritarianism and exploitation. While the content attached to the "kingdom of

God" points in a radically different direction to that suggested by earthly kingdoms, the

terminolory could be critiqued for creating an unnecessary missiological barrier. If this was

his concern, it is true that substituting community overcomes many of the difficulties.

However, this is not a line that Grenz develops.

We could therefore conclude that while there are no obvious gains in Grenz' shift from the

more traditional motif of kingdom of God to Trinity, community and eschatolory, the trio

selected represent an elaboration of the concepts inherent in the original motif, and are

expressed in a manner more likely to be acceptable to a postrnodern context.

Methodologically, Grenz' system is easily grasped. Three theological sources dynamically

interact around three motifs, all under the guidance and illumination of the Spirit. Grenz'

selection of focal motifs is sourced by his trio of theological sources. Thus Trinity is adopted

because it is biblical, finds support in the church's tradition and is relevant to contemporary

culture. The same can be said for both community and eschatolory. The resulting theology is

therefore not captive to one particular source or motif, and is able to move beyond

foundationalism. When pushed, however, one has to ask if the move beyond foundationalism

is more apparent than real. For example, how are we to decide what eschatological realism

will look like? While no definitive answers can be given in this penultimate age, the

guidelines we have are sourced from scripture. Following classic evangelical method, all

suggestions are critiqued in the light of scripture.l5a This sounds more like a chastened

foundationalism than a genuinely postfoundational i st method.

Overall, in answering the question if Grenz' use of focal motifs reflects a theological method

that is coherent and credible, we can affirm that Grenz implements his system in a logically

consistent manner, though our reservation that his method represents a chastened

foundationalism rather than a postfoundationalist method, remains.

tto Grenz comes close to o'proof-texting" when he speaks of the future eschatological world. See e.g.

Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era,246-247.
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6.5.3 Does Grenz' use of the three focal motifs genuinely revision evangelical theology?

Because each of the motifs Grenz has chosen gained in prominence during the twentieth

century, it would be unrealistic to suggest that he has revisioned theology by adopting any of

the three images. More convincing would be the suggestion that his linking of the three motifs

represents a genuine revisioning. Coupling this with his attempt to revision evangelical rather

than other forms of theology, also increases the sustainability of the argument. While many

theologians have ordered their systematics around an integrating motif, supplementing these

with clearly articulated structuring and orienting motifs is less common. It leads to

methodological clarity.

If Grenz theological method is to be accepted, it must be sufficiently continuous with

traditional evangelical theology to be identified as evangelical. As Stackhouse succinctly puts

it "Evangelical theology should be evangelicul.rrl55

Bebbington argues that the four key characteristics of evangelicalism are conversionism,

activism, Biblicism and crucicentrism.r56 Striking in Grenz' method is that there is no obvious

link to three of the four, viz. conversionism, activism and crucicentrism. While sources and

motifs cannot be expected to cover every possible loci of theology, some omissions are less

likely to be acceptable than others. Speaking from a historical perspective, Bebbington notes

that "To make any theme other than the cross the fulcrum of a theological system was to take

a step away from Evangelicalism."rst Writing on the centrality of the cross, Stott claims that

Christians perceive "the cross to be the centre of history and theology...also... the cenffe of

all reality."r'8 It is not so much that evangelicals are likely to reject motifs such as Trinity,

community and eschatology, as it is that they are likely to wonder why there is no prominent

place for either the cross or conversion in Grenz' method. Evangelicals are more likely to be

impressed by Richard Hays' selection of community, cross and new creation as the focal

images around which he constructs his understanding of the moral vision of the New

Testament.l5e

rs5 Stackhouse, l6l.
ttt Bebbington,5-17.
tt7 lbid., 15. Tidball m akes a similar claim. See Derek J. Tidball, Ilho Are the Evangelicals? Tracing
the Roots of the Modern Movements (London: Marshall Pickering, 1994),98-l15.
ttt John Stott, The Cross of Chrrsl (Leicester: IVP, I 986), 45.
rse Hays, 193-205.
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Perhaps this is an unintended consequence of the trinitarian rather than Christological focus in

Grenz' method. While Grenz attempts to follow Barth in weaving a close relationship

between Christolory and trinitarian theology, refusing to favour the one at the expense of the

other, he has not necessarily been as successful.160 Offsetting this concern is Bebbington's

observation that American evangelicals place less stress on the centrality of the cross than do

their British counterparts, though Bebbington is not willing for this observation to be pushed

too far, and cites Billy Graham as not being willing to "be shifted from regarding the cross of

Jesus Christ as his main theme" and follows with, "The redemptive work of Christ has been

the focus of the habitual evangelical preoccupation with soteriology. The cross, rather than

the incarnation, the example, or the teaching of Christ, has been the kernel of evangelical

proclamation... "l6l

Linked to the absence of what Bebbington calls "crucicentrism," is the absence of a clear

motif of "conversionism."162 While it is true that Grenz is clear that the fellowship enjoyed

with the triune God by the eschatological community results from salvation, while Hays is

willing to stipulate o'new creation" as a distinct and separate theological lens, Grenz fails to

offer a motif which provides an obvious parallel. This is an issue for a theolory that wishes to

be seen as a revisioningof evangelical theology. As Stackhouse writes, "evangelicals cannot

be evangelicals without endorsing the importance of evangelism."r63

While the selection of Trinity, community and eschatolory therefore represent a fairly

original selection for evangelical theology, they do not necessarily provide sufficient

continuity with traditional evangelicalism to be accepted by the movement. In fairness to

Grenz, when he writes about the atonement and conversion, his insights are essentially

traditionalevangelical insights, though he does stress the communal implications of both.r6a

The concern might therefore be more about appearance than reality.

We can therefore tentatively affirm that Grenz' three sources represent a genuine revisioning

of evangelical theology, while noting a reservation at the absence of a motif that clearly

points to the cross and conversion.

'60 See Grenz and Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 188-
190. Grenz, "Jesus as the Imago Dei: Image-of-God Christology and the Non-Linear Linearity of
Theology."
16r David Bebbington, "Evangelicalism in lts Settings: The British and American Movements since
1940," in Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in North America, the British
Isles, and Be1,ond, ed. Mark A. Noll, Bebbington David W, Rawlyk, George A. (New York: Oxford
Universiry Press, 1994), 366-367.
tut Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A Historyfrom the 1730s to the 1980s,3.
163 Stackhouse. 178.
rto Grenz, Theolog,,for the Community of God,443-461,529-557.
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6.5.4 Is Grenz' use of the three focal motifs effective in revisioning evangelical theology?

One of the key indicators of effectiveness is the likelihood of Grenz' views being embraced

by the community whose theology he attempts to revision.

In this regard two major concerns emerge.

The first is that a shift from the kingdom of God to community as an integrating motif for

theology could be interpreted as a move from a theocentric to an anthropocentric focus. The

kingdom of God clearly places attention on the God whose kingdom it is. Community could

be seen to place the emphasis on the participants in the community. If Grenz' original

proposal to have community as an integrating motif had not been supplemented by the

addition of the motifs of Trinity and eschatology, this objection could be upheld. As it is, by

the later addition of the Trinity as a structuring motif and eschatolory as the orienting motif,

the transcendent focus is underlined. The importance of this is reinforced when we compare

Grenz' Theolagtfor the Community of God to Erickson's Christian Theologt. Erickson states

that his integrating motif is "the magnificence of God.'l6s While Grenz notes that this is a

"soft" motif in Erickson's work and is not clearly noticeable,tuu Erickson's choice, with its

clear transcendent focus, is non-controversial for evangelicals.

More serious is the absence of soteriological images, particularly any that clearly refer to the

cross of Christ. This is likely to be a source of concem for evangelicals, and could be seen as

a compromise of the ooconvertive piety" that has characterised the movement.l6t

On a more positive note, by selecting motifs that are gaining in prominence, Grenz helps to

establish the contemporary relevance of his work. The motifs chosen are likely to be specially

valued in a postmodern contexto where the promise of community and hope match felt

needs.r68 That these flow from a triune God provides an "address" for the postmodern

spiritual quest. The strongly relational nature of the motifs is also likely to find favour. As

tut Erickson, Christian Theologt, 1 8.
tuu Grenr, Rena,ving the Centei: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era, 126.
'o' Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,23.
'oo For an exploration of the postmodern missiological context, see Brian Harris, "From 'Behave,
Believe, Belong' to 'Belong, Believe, Behave' - a Missional Journey for the 2 | st Century," in Text and
Task: Scripture and Mission, ed. Michael Parsons (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2005).
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Grenz' goal is to revision evangelical theology for the postmodern context, we should

evaluate this part of his project as being effective.l6e

In summary we can therefore say that Grenz' use of his three focal motifs is likely to be

effective for younger evangelicals, though more traditional evangelicals may question the

absence of obviously soteriological images.

6.6 CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored Grenz' use of three focal motifs in theological construction, namely

Trinity, community and eschatology. After examining Grenz' understanding of each of the

motifs and discussing some of the responses that his suggestions have elicited, the four

evaluative questions outlined in chapter 1.4 arc posed. In summary form the conclusions are:

l) Does Grenz' use ofthe three focal motifs make an original contribution to evangelical

theological construction? Yes, within the evangelical context.

2) Does Grenz' use of the three focal motifs reflect a theological method that is coherent

and credible? Yes, though Grenz' model represents a chastened foundationalism

rather than a postfoundational method.

3) Does Grenz' use of the three focalmotifs genuinely revision evangelicaltheolory?

Yes, while noting a concern at the absence of a motif pointing to the cross and

conversion.

4) Is Grenz' use of the three focal motifs effective in revisioning evangelical theology?

It is likely to be ffictivefor younger evangelicals, though traditional evangelicals

m6y question the absence of clear soteriological images.

These conclusions are used to draw up the table of findings in chapter 8.1.

Our next chapter serves as a case study and explores the application of Grenz' method in his

book Welcoming But Not Affirming.r70 It provides a practical test of our thesis proposition

"that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical theology."

r6e Webber's selection of Grenz as the theologian who best represents the concems of what he calls
"the younger evangelicals" helps to substantiate this conclusion. Robert E. Webber, The Younger
Evangelicals: Facing the Challenges of the New World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002),92.
tto 

Stanfey J. Grenz, llelcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998).

186



CHAPTER SEVEN

GRENZ' METEOD IN PRACTTcE: AIlt E)pLoRATroN AIYD EVALUATToN oF
THE USE OF GRENZ'METHOD ftT WELO0MING BUT NOTAFFIRMING: AN

EVANGELICAL RESPONSE TO HOMOSEXUALITY.

T.l INTRODUCTION

Our thesis proposition is "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theolory.o'[n this chapter we test this against the ability of Grenz' theological

method to revision the way evangelicals should respond to one of the major ethical issues

facing them.r

As is the case for the church generally, one of the most emotive and controversial questions

facing the evangelical church is its response to the ethical questions that arise from

homosexuality. So emotive is the issue that O'Donovan questions if there can be any fruitful
debate on the matter. He writes,

A debate occurs when people take up the arguments that others have raised
against them, and try to give serious answers. To do that they must think their
opponents mistaken, certainly, but not wholly foolish or malicious. They
must suppose that some misconception, or some partial truth not fully
integrated into other truths, has limited their vision. They must accept the
burden of showing how the partial tnrth fits in with other truths, or of
identifoing and resolving the misconception. This cannot happen while there
is still a struggle for rhetorical dominance; that is to sayo while each side
hopes to win-a monopoly for the categories in which they themselves frame
the question.2

O'Donovan goes on to note, "I held back from engagement with this question, partly out of
distaste at the sheer bad temper that it generated."3 O'Donovan's caution should be heeded as

we approach this topic. Objectivity can be elusive, and met with a sceptical oowhose

objectivity?" Perhaps this is the reason that Grenz appears to have been reluctant to write on

the topic of homosexuality, noting in his prefac e to Welcoming but Not Afirming that it was

his pastor who urged him to write the book "when I thought I might not.',a

I Tl tr":-"gons I opt_to test Grenz' rheological method against an ethical issue, see chapter 1.5.'oliver o'Donovan, "Homosexuality in the Church: Can There Be a Fruitful Theologicai Debate?," in
The Wry Forward? Christian Voices on Homosexuality and the Church,ed. Timothf eradshaw
(London; SCM, 2003), 20-21.
'rbid.,22.
o 

Stanley J. Grenz, Welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), xii. othirs have eipressed similar reservations. Rae
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Though evangelicals have usually been more strident in their condemnation of homosexual

behaviour than other sectors of Protestantism, there are groups within evangelicalism who

hold firmly to the title of evangelical while advocating for the legitimacy of homosexual

practices. Most notable is the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Church

(UFMCC). Tass observes that its statement of faith is based on the Apostolic and Nicene

creeds and that it is "practically identical to that of the Evangelical Atliance."s Tass notes that

the UFMCC justifies its acceptance of homosexual behaviour by arguments that fall into three

categories, viz. science, scripture and experience.6

In 1979, Robert Johnston linked the debate amongst evangelicals about homosexuality to a
difference of opinion of the role of culture in theological formulation,

...it is the influence of contemporary culture that has forced evangelicals to
reconsider their theological understanding of homosexuality. Moriover, it is
in conflicting views concerning the theological usefulness of contemporary
culture that one can discern the developing rines of division within
evangelicalism concerning homosexuality in the church.T

ln analysing Grenz' treatment of homosexuality we are able to more fully assess the role he

allows culture to play as a source for theology, largely because the major clamour for
evangelicals to change their understanding of homosexuality has not primarily come from
either church historians or biblical scholars, but from those who are aware of the significant
shift in public attitudes to homosexuality in recent years.s What was once largely portrayed as

a matter of individual personal morality is now more cornmonly seen as a human rights issue

closely inter-woven with the question of social justice.e The context in which evangelicals are

trying to understand scripture and the traditional attifitudes of the church to homosexuality

has thus undergone considerable change. If culture is genuinely a source for theologr, it

and Redding seem representative when they write, "There are some theological questions which are not
approached-with any great joy but which we are nevertheless bound to address because they are the
questions of the day." Murray A. Rae and Graham Redding, "lntroduction ,,, in More Than a Stngle
Issue: Theological Cons-iderations Concerning the Ordinition of Pracrising Homosexuals, ed. Murray
A. Rae and Graham Redding (Hindmarsh: ATF, 2000), v.5 

Russ Tass, "'Homosexuatity: Not a Sin - Not a Sickness': Toward an Evaluation of pro-Gav
Theological Perspectives," Evangel 21, no.3 (2003): 7g.
" Ibid.: 79.
t Robert K. Johnston, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Biblicat Authority in practice(Atlanta: John Knox
Press,1979), ll5-116.
t *]:-t: not to suggest that there is not lively debate amongst evangelicals as to either what constitutes
a valid biblical approach to homosexuality or a valid understanding of the church's tradition on the
mafter. It is simply to note that the more pressing questions seem 6 surround the role context and
culture (or science and psycholory) should play at arriving at an ethical response to the issue.' So e.g. Loughlin chastises the church for inconsistency in advocating for ihe rights of homosexuals
outside the church while denying them to homosexuals within the church. Gerarl Loughlin, "Gathered
at the Altar: Homosexuals and Human Rights," Theologt and sexuality 10, no. z (2004).
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would seem reasonable to expect that a changed cultural context might lead to different

theological conclusions being drawn.

Not that we should assume that the evidence would automatically lead to evangelicals

changing their attitude towards homosexuality. Jones and Yarhouse, while accepting that

compelling scientific evidence to challenge evangelical understandings of homosexuality

would need to be allowed to test and change both biblical and traditional teaching on

homosexuality, go on to argue that no such evidence has been forthcoming. They make the

methodological point that,

... given the clarity of Scripture, and given the historical consistency of the
church's sexual ethic, the burden of proof is on those who want to change the
church's historic position to make a strong case for change. Those who want
to change the church's position have failed to date to produce a compelling

tn
case.'-

Earlier they had expressed their conviction tha! "science has nothing to offer that would even

remotely constitute persuasive evidence that would compel us to deviate from the historic

Christian judgment that full homosexual intimacy, homosexual behaviour, is immoral."ll ln
their opinion then, while they consider the biblical and historical material to be clear, they are

willing to give weight to scientific evidence that might suggest the validity of an alternate

understanding. They believe that at this stage no such evidence has been produced. While this

is a contested area, our interest is in the weight Jones and Yarhouse claim they would be

willing to attach to any undeniable scientific evidence.

In an earlier article, written together with Workman, Jones had made a comparable point as to

the relevance of the behavioural sciences for theolory, albeit that they hedged their bets both

woY'

we presuppose that the sciences, a potent force in contemporary culture, can
and should influence the thought life of the Christian church... In avoiding
the error of a radical rejection of dialogue with culture, however, the churih
must not overidentifu with cultural influences or take its agenda from those
influences.l2

They go on to note the work of Holifield.r3

to 
Stanton L. Jones and Mark A. Yarhouse , Homosacuality: The Use of Scienti/ic Research in the

Church's Moral Debate (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity press, 2000), 23.ttIbid.. 
13.

tt Stanion L. Jones and Don E. Workman, "Homosexuality: The Behavioral Sciences and the Church,',
Journal ofPsychologt andTheologt I7, no.3 (1989): 213.
" B Holifield, A History of Pastoral care in Amerrcc (Nashville: Abingdon, l9g3).
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Holifield (1983) has documented the tendency for the church, in times of
doubt about its historic identity, to allow its mission and identity to be

defined by psychological concepts and the broader influences of secular

culture rather than by its own distinctive tradition.la

They are concerned lest the same trend be followed in the debate about homosexual

behaviour.

One change is that in ethical reflection, postmodernity typically shifts the focus from
epistemology to hermeneutics. Rather than concretely knowing that, for example, homosexual

behaviour is sinful, one would look for the hermeneutical justification for the conclusion.

Evangelicals need to approach the question with caution, mindful that their own historv has

been one of too readily embracing an oppressive hermeneutic on the grounds that the

epistemological issue at stake was clear. Evangelicalism's muddled response in its attitude to
slavery, and the ongoing defence by many evangelicals of a discriminatory attitude towards

women' serye as salutary reminders that epistemological certainty can serve as a shield

against facing the ethical implications of a particular stance.15

A genuine revisioning of evangelical theology should learn from the mistakes of the past. For

example, a commitment could be made to disallow an oppressive hermeneutic, which in the

name of fidelity to the biblical text allows for exploitative and inhumane practices.16 Richard
Hays' argument that one needs to select hermeneutical lenses through which to read the

biblical text, could be appropriated.rT Rather than berating the insights of Liberation

theologians, a helpful turning point for evangelicals would be a careful listening to the
concerns and insights these theologians bring.

to Jones and worlcnan, "Homosexuarity: The Behavioral Sciences and the church,,, 213." In the sense of being absolutely convinced that e.g. the Bible provides a justification for slavery or
for excluding women from positions of leadership, or always diialows hoiosexual practices. It shou-ld
be noted that those evangelicals who advocate traditional gender roles (the complementarian position),
would claim that this is not discriminatory but that as it has a biblical mandate, it is ultimately
liberating. See e'g. Fox-Gelovese's Kuyper lecture, "Women and the Future oitn" fun1ily,. ind
Grenz' rebuttal. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and others, Women and the Future of the Famity, ed. James
W. Skillen and Michelle N. Voll (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000).tu 

See e.g' Patterson, who outlines the bizane but tragic biblical defences used to justiff the racist
executions in the American South. Orlando Patterson, Rituals of Blood: ConsequZnces'of Slavery in
Two American Centuries (Washingon: Civitas Counterpoint, l99g).
It Hays suggests three lenses, community, cross and new creation. ihe complexity of the question of
homosexuality is highlighted by the fact that though Hays uses these lensesfwhen he ,ome, to evaluate
homosexual practice, he concludes that it is unacceptabie. Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the
New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation; a Contemporary Introduction to New Testament
E#zics (New York: Harper Collins, 1996).
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Grenz' most systematic treatment of homosexuality is in his book Welcoming but Not

Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality.While Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical

Perspectivett p"yt some attention to the ethical issues involved, and the co-authored work by

Hoffinan and Grenz, Aids: Ministry in the Midst of an Epidernic focuses on some key pastoral

issues,le from a methodological perspective, Welcoming but Not Affirming is aclearer

example of Grenz' method in practice.2o Welcoming but Not Affirming therefore provides an

ideal case study of Grenz' method in dealing with an issue that has been divisive :rmongsr

evangelicals. While some might question if it is fair to evaluate Grenz' theologicalmethod in

a book that more clearly reflects his ethical method, Grenz himself would not be willing to
sanction this divide. In Revisioning Evangelical Theologt he stresses that theolory must

overflow into ethics, writing passionately that "Whenever theology stops short of this, it has

failed to be obedient to its calling."2r

The focus of this chapter is not to evaluate the validity of Grenz' stance on homosexuality,

but whether his approach supports our thesis proposition 'that Stanley Grenz' theological

method effectively revisions evangelical theology.oo Having said this, while engagement with
the issues surrounding homosexuality is not the focus of this chapter, some engagement with
them is inevitable, if only to check the credibility of Grenz' claims.

We are now in a position to explore the effectiveness of Grenz' method in ll'elcoming but Not

Affirming.22

7.2 WELCOMING BUT NOT AFFIRMING

Grenz is willing for Welcoming but Not Affirmingtobe seen as an application of his method,

and writes,

ln many respectso Welcoming but Not Affirming is acase study in theological
ethics. Although the discussion focuses on one specific ethical question, the
current debate about homosexuality raises central methodological issues
pertaining to Christian ethics in general. These include such Crucial but hotly

18 Stanley J. Grenz, Suual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspectrve (Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1997).
re Wendell W' Hoffrnan and Stanley J. Grenz, Aids: Ministry in the Midst of an Epidemrc (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990).
" The choice between Grenz' Sacual Ethics and Welcoming bur Not Affirmrr?g was made on the basis
that while the 1997 Suual Ethics is theoretically a 2nd edition of Grenz' l99l Sexual Ethics, in practice
the changes from edition I to 2 are hard to spot. Grenz' method was not fully formed in t991, and
therefore Sexual Ethics does not reflect his later methodolory, making Welioming but Not Afurming a
more appropriate choice.
'' Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century
(Downers Grove: Inter Vanity Press, 1993), 84.
'2 Grenz, welcoming but Nor Affirming: An'Evangelical Response to Homos*uality.
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contested matters as the nature of biblical authority in the church, the role of
tradition in contemporary moral understanding, and the importance of current
theories in the human sciences for christian ethical reflection. [n a sense,
then, what emerges in this volume is an application of the foundationar
methodological proposal I set forth n The Moral euest: Fotmdations of
Christian Ethics.23

The quote highlights his three sources for theolory, namely the Bible, tradition and culture (if
it is fair to read 'the importance of current theories in the human sciences for Christian ethical

reflection" as referring to the focal point of culturat input in this debate).2a

The structure of the book also suggests a close adherence to his theological method.

After a twelve page introductionon homosexuality and Christian sexual ethics, chapter I

examines the topic of "Homosexuality in Contemporary Perspective." Here Grenz exptores

the shifting societal attitudes to homosexuality and focuses on causes of homosexuality. The

search for a cause reflects an ideological bias, as the causes examined largely presuppose

some form of pathology.2s A similar search for the cause or causes of heterosexuality is not

undertaken. If one works from the premise that homosexualiry reflects some form of shortfall,

its practice is unlikely to be sanctioned. By contras! if the premise is that homosexuality is a

normal, albeit minorit5r, preference, the ethical evaluation is likely to be different.26 Even as

he embarks on the search for causes of homosexuality Grenz acknowledges that o'since the

mid-twentieth century the belief that homosexuality is a sexual orientation and that it may be

the normal condition for some people has gained wide acceptance in professional and

academic circles" but the implications of this statement do not impact what follows.2T

Grenz' decision to search for "causes" Ieads (probably inevitably) to the conclusion that there

is, 'oGrowing consensus within the scientific community that homosexuality is likely the

product of both inheritance and environment."2s Critics would reply that there is as much

" [bid., xi.
to lbid. This is not necessarily a self-evident conclusion. Attitudinal changes in society might be seen as
a valid source, regardless ofwhether they are underpinned by social science theories or not." Grenz is fully aware that he lays himself open to this charge: "I embark on this task conscious,
however, that a number of writers look askance at the research into the 'causes' of homosexuality.

Ply *ot l' that these endeavours are intrinsically hostile to homosexual persons..." Ibid., 14.
'" The tendency to confuse a "minority preference" with an o'abnormal prlference" is one ihat must be
avoided. Indeed, if homosexual people are a minority goup, it could be argued that the ethical focus
should shift to the safeguarding that the Bible encourages for vulnerable groups. The issue is then not
one ofpreventing certain perverse behaviours, but ofprotecting a susceptible group as a matter of
social justice.

,. 91"_nrt l{elcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosqcuality, 14.
'o lbid.-24.
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evidence to suggest that heterosexuality is the likely product of both inheritance and

environment. By singling out causes of the one and not the other, Grenz stigmatizes before he

gets to theologize. Taking an alternate view, New Zealand-based pastoral theologian, Philip
Culbertson, notes that "In 1993, the Archbishop of Canterbury disassociated himself from a

mission in London dedicated to healing homosexuality, saying, 'I am not aware that

homosexuality is a disease which is in need of healing."'2e Later Culbertson goes on to

inform,

ln today's counselling world, the American Psychiatric Association of Social
Workers, the American Psychological Association, the National Association
of Social Workers, and the National Association for Marriage and Family
Therapy state that it is unethical for members to treat gayness as an emotional
disorder or to discriminate in any way on the basis of sexual orientation.3o

In setting the contemporary contex! Grenz portrays two worlds, the one where homosexuality

is an abnormal condition whose causes must be redressed so that the homosexual orientation

can be changed, the other, one where the privileging of heterosexuality is seen as the root

cause for widespread homophobia" and where the normality of homosexuality must be

affirmed and celebrated. ln such a world, any effort to change a person's homosexual

orientation is inappropriate.

Here we come to the heart of a dilemma in Grenz' method. When it comes to the question of
homosexuality, allowing culture as a source for theology (and theological ethics) simply

produces an array of options. Which voices should be heeded? Consistent with Grenz'

method is his shift to a second source for theology, that of the biblical message. The cultural

voices that are privileged will be those that cohere with the biblical message and the tradition

of the church. While there is a certain "common sense" feel to this, it is not unproblematic.

The cultural voices heeded shape the way that both the biblical text and tradition are

understood. Alternate choices can lead to an alternate hermeneutic, as is demonstrated by the

development of "Queer hermeneutics," which reads both the biblical text and tradition in a

different light.3r

tn Philip Culbertson, Caringfor God's People: Counseling and Christian Wholeness (Minneapolis:
Fortress,2000), 190.

'o tbid., l9l.t' For example, Gray Temple, using the grid of scripture, tradition and reason (what he calls o.the three-
stranded chord of Anglican authority''), arrives at very different conclusions to Grenz, and in a quest
for "the grace of relational stability" argues for "same-sex unions as a sacramental option." Gray
Temple, Gay Unions: In the Light of Suipture, Tradition and Reason (New York: Church publishing,
2004),21,129.
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In chapter two Grenz begins his analysis of the biblical material on homosexuality. He is
quick to affirm that "homosexual conduct is not a major theme in the Bible" but that Christian
ethicists when examining the limited number of relevant biblical passages have ,.found in
these texts a clear rejection of all genital homosexual behaviour." He then notes that more
recently "a growing chorus of exegetes" has voiced disagreement with these traditionat

conclusions and have argued that the text has been misread.32

From a methodological perspective, Grenz then makes an important comment when he states:

"My intent is not to offer a complete exegesis of any one text, but to determine whether recent
scholarship has provided sufficient new insight into these texts to warrant our rejection of the

traditional interpretation."33

Two points should be noted.

Though Grenz views tradition as a source for theology, if "recent scholarship', can show
traditional interpretations to be flawed, the implication is that the traditional stance will be

ignored- At this point it is hard to see how tradition is a genuine source for theology. If it is a
source only if it is deemed to be accurate in the light of another more definitive source,

namely valid biblical interpretation, this seems to assign tradition little more than a supporting
role when and if it is convenient.

Second, one needs to determine if o'recent scholarship has provided sufficient new insights
into these texts." The obvious question is to ask how this will be determined. While the field
of hermeneutics and biblical exegesis is its own speciality, what is noteworthy is what is not
suggested. At the heart of Grenz' methodological revisioning of the role of scripture in
sourcing theological insights was the need to reclaim not only the doctrine of the inspiration
of scripture, but its illumination by the Spirit. Grenz' proposal is that this illumination comes

to the faithful community of God in their historic and geographic locatedness and that it is
pneumatologically mediated and communally received.

Rather than this revisioned agenda being implemented when the text is approached, what
follows is a standard evangelical exegesis of the text, which is assumed to be inspired and

therefore able to be propositionally analysed to yield timeless truths and propositions. None
of this is remarkable for evangelical ethics, but what is disappointing is that it falls well short
ofthe revisioned evangelical theolory that Grenz proposes.

li 9f:", lllelcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality,35.
" Ibid.- 36.
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At another level, it raises the question of how Grenz' methodological proposals can be

implemented. While it is easy to affirm the importance of allowing the biblical text to be

illuminated to a located believing community able to discern that this is the word of God to
them, in practice, this is difficult to do. Certainly when Grenzreflects upon a pressing ethical
issue facing the evangelical church, he seems to find a more traditional evangelical method
easier to work with. The critique is not necessarily of the concept, but of how practical it is. In
essence' how does one concretize the more subjective aspects of the faith (what the Spirit is
saying to us)?34 There is an inherent tension in trying to do soo and it is not clear how this
tension can be resolved.3s While crenz' method attempts to overcome individual subjectivity
by locating illumination within a communal setting, communities, like individuals, are prone
to subjective whims and bias. They are also often "stakeholders'o in the outcome.

After promising to review recent scholarship, Grenz proceeds to do so, his study leading him
to the conclusion that "scholars who propose that the church accept committed same-sex

relationships have yet to produce a sufficient basis for revising the traditional belief that the
biblical writers condemned homosexual conduct." He allows for one possible loophole in his
argument, namely that in their condemnation of homosexual behaviour ..what the biblical
writers were referring to in their contexts was so different from the modern phenomena that
we simply cannot transfer their condemnatory response to the ancient phenomena to tne
present situation." He returns to this issue after his examination of the church,s teaching on
homosexuality through history.36 His willingness to examine the implication of the altered
social context in which homosexuality is practiced is consistent with his proposal that cutture
and context be allowed a voice as a source for theolory.

Chapter three sees Grenz utilize the source of tradition for his exploration of homosexuality.
He examines the argument that while there is a widespread assumption of a uniform rejection
of homosexuality in the church's history, in actual fact a more nuanced reading of the
church's tradition is possible. His stated goal in this chapter is to "determine the extenr ro

'o This is well illustrated by Gray Temple's book where Temple claims to have heard a direct word
from God ("My Trinitarian discernrnent is sometime s fuzzy,tut it felt like the First person,,)
instructing him that same sex unions are to be sanctioned, *d tt 

"n 
had that confimed when another

friend (also a theology graduate) claimed a comparable experience. Using Grenz, method, Temple
crouJd claimthat his experience was communalry supported. Temple, 129.'- Yoder tackles this question more fully than creni.-His argument tlhat communal discernment takes
place via the interaction of agents of direction (prophets), alents of memory (scribes), agents of
linguistic self-consciousness (teachers) and agenrc ororaerina due procesi (elders, uishlops ana
overseers) helps to flesh out one possible way that communal discernment might tale puce in practice.
See John Howard Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics as Gospel(triotre Oame, hdiana:
University of Notre Dame press, l9g4).
'o Grenz, welcoming but Not ffirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuarity,62.
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which the church has consistently rejected homosexual behaviour as sinful, as well as to

consider the significance of that rejection."37 His conclusion is that "explicit moral references

to such behaviour in the Christian tradition were consistently negative," and that "In each era"

Christian moralists rejected the same-sex practices of their duy."" Thus while acknowledging

possible alternate readings of the church's tradition, Grenz does not find them sufficiently

compelling to be taken seriously. The answer to the question "which tradition" therefore

seems to be "the dominant tradition." While not surprising, it is hard to see how genuine

revisioning can take place if only dominating themes are allowed to inform the discussion.3e

In chapter four Grenz returns to the topic of the Bible's teaching on homosexuality, but shifts

his focus to "raise the controversial matter of the authority of the Bible in Christian sexual

ethics."ao Grenz' style in the book is often to raise "straw men,'that can quickly be

demolished to help strengthen an alternate point of view. In this chapter he considers

proposals that the Bible is silent on homosexuality (passages such as Gen l9 and Judges 19

dealing more with rape and a failure of hospitality than homosexuality as such) or that it is
partially silent (not recognizing homosexuality as a fixed sexual orientation, and therefore not

necessarily condemning long term loving relationships between persons of the same sex) or

that the Bible is simply incorrect in its attitude. Finding each stance inadequate, Grenz then

turns to his preferred option of biblical normativity. He recognizes that the challenge of this
approach is to find "what hermeneutical key can bring the Bible into constructive

conversation with our contemporary situation.,{l

Rather than citing individual texts, Grenz suggests that a hermeneutical path is to explore

biblical themes that capture the heart of the Bible's message, and then to relate these to the

ethical issues raised by homosexuality. Motifs he explores are those of covenant, love, justice

and liberation.a2 The rationale behind this approach is that the "'part' must be understood in

the light of the 'whole."/3 The pitfall with this method, as Grenz is quick to point out, is that

"a person's prior conclusions about the ethical status of homosexuality often determine the

3t Ibid.. 64.

" bia., so.

" This would be particularly true for a question like homosexuality. There is no serious doubt that
heterosexuality is a majority preference. By virnre of its minority status, homosexuality is unlikely to
receive a substantial or sympathetic focus in the church's tradition. Grenz is willing to acknowledge
that negative evaluations of homosexuality are often on the basis of obvious immoiality (promiscuous
rather than faithfully committed relationships), but does not seriously explore the implica:tion of the

:lT.h not_accepting homosexuality as a permanent sexual orientation for a minoritygroup.
,, 9f."f welcoming but Not Afirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexualtty, gl . 

'
"' Ibid.- 90.
ot These bear little obvious resemblance to the motifs of Trinity, community and eschatolog5r that he
llggests for theological construcion. Ibid., 90-95.
"'Ibid.. 95.
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answer" as to what is loving, just or liberating.aa He raises the specific question of whether

freedom from homophobia (and thus freedom to embrace homosexuality) or freedom from

homosexual desires constitutes liberation, and asks simply, "Which of these two visions of
liberation ought we to embrace?"45

Grenz suggests that the hermeneutical and methodological path forward is "to inform the

contemporary debate by looking to the whole of scripture (and Christian tradition).'*6 Given

that this is what he has been attempting to do up until this point, it is hard to see why this will
yield any additional breakthrough. However, at this stage he introduces an additional control

mechanism, viz. that of a teleologically based ethic, which arrives at ethical decisions on the

basis of "the context of our human telos as intended by God.'/7 While this is not quite the

same as using eschatolory as an orienting motif for theology, it is consistent with it.a8

In chapter five, Grenz attempts to unpack the telos of human sexuality by unpacking the

motivation behind the biblical texts that condemn homosexual behaviour. More specifically,

Grenz attempts to understand why the biblical authors reject homosexual acts as unnatural by

exploring o'God's intention for human life as depicted in the biblical narrative.o'4e

Grenz places emphasis on the creation and union of male and female in the Genesis account

as providing the normative pattern for human sexuality.sO He dismisses the view that a key

reason for this was the importance of procreation for an agricultural people by arguing that

the creation narratives continued to be appealed to by later biblical authors, even in an urban

setting'5r The weakness of the "straw man'o approach is evident here. Having dismissed one

objection to utilizing the creation pattern as defining what should be norrnative52 he continues

as though the falsity of one position establishes the validity of his own.53

* tbid.,9g.
os Ibid., 99.
ou lbid.
nt lbid., 100. One is naturalty tempted to ask how one decides what this telos isother than by again
simply appealing to the whole of scripture and Christian tradition, which then takes us back to where
we started.
aE A point apparently not appreciated by Haas who specifically criticises Grenz for failing to utilize an
eschatological framework in his work on homosexuality. Guenther Haas, "Perspectives on
Homosexuality: A Review Atlicle," Journal af the Evangelical Theological Soiiety 45, no. 2 (2002'):
506.

ll crynz, welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangericar Resporse to Homosaruality,l0l.
" Ibid.. l02.
5trbid., l02-103.
52 

He takes it even further, and is willing to link it to the concept of what is "natural'n and .tnnatural.,'
Methodologically it is a huge leap to link what is statistically more common to that which is ,.natural,,,
and that which is uncommon, to the o'unnatural," especially if the term implies a form of ethical
evaluation, as it does when Grenz uses it. For example, it is not cornmon for people to have an Ie of
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Grenz then acknowledges a remarkable bias in his exploration when in his section on same-

sex intercourse he writes: "My goal is to determine in what sense the act may be deemed

unethical in and of itself. What is it about the practice that makes it morally suspect even

when it occurs within the context of a stable homosexual relationship."sa Perhaps Grenz feels

that his earlier exploration of the contemporary situation, the biblical texts and tradition gives

him enough of a basis on which to dismiss the possibility that homosexual acts can ever be

sanctioned, but this does give the impression that the debate is being closed before it has been

fully opened.

Grenz suggests that same-sex sexual relationships fall short of the telos of human sexuality

because they always fall short of embracing one who is truly "other."rs He attaches

significance to the genital otherness of male and female and the natural complementarity

between the sexes. His approach is based on physicality at this point, and he argues that it is
important that the physical act "ritually enact the reality it symbolizes."56 This is that two
ooother" pefsons become one.

Philosophically Grenz is drawing from Barth who stresses that the interaction of similarity
and diflerence between male and female marks the way in which human sexuality comprises

the imago Dei.s7 Grenz agrees with Frykberg who suggests that Barth saw a correlation of
three l-Thou relationships, first, God in relationship with God's self within the trinitarian life,
second, humans relating as male-female and third, God and humans in relationship. Each

involves similarity and difference within an l-Thou structure.58 To the extent that homosexual

relationships simply model similarity, they fall short of representing the imagoDei. However

over I80, but there is no reason to impose a negative ethical evaluation of"unnatural" upon those
p^eople who do.
" Mt, for exarnple, does Grenz not consider the possibility that the Genesis account paints a broad
general picture of human relationships? Every possible exception cannot be mentioned', and as
homosexuality is a minority preference, it is not surprising that it is not dealt with.

.. 9."*: l(elcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality, 109.'' urenz' thought seems to be strongly influenced by Barth at this point. The Barthian influence is
clearly demonstrated n The Social God and the Relational SeIf, where in discussing Barth's view of
the anthropological significance of the introduction of sexual differentiation in Geri2: l g-25, Grenz is
happy to conclude "Barth reigns." Stanley J. Grenz" The Social God ond rhe Relational Self: A
lrlnitgrian Theologt of the Imago Dei,Tlre Matrix of Christian Theology (Louisville: Weiuninster
John Knox Press, 2001), 274. Grenz is working from Karl Barth, Churci Dogmatics Vot 3/2,ed. G.W.
prgmileV Tq T.F. Tonance, trans. Harold Knight et al. (Edinburgh: T. and T-.Clark, tg6r4,;g2-2g3.
., lrenz, Welcoming bul Not Aflirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality, ll0.-' Grenz quotes Barth, "The-man created good by God must have a partner in whicir he can recognize
himsel4 and yet not himself but another, seeing it is not only like him but also different from him."
Barth, 291 . Quoted in Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Setf: A Trinitariqn Theologt of the
Imago Dei,298.
tt Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei,298.

198



this perpetuates the myth that all men are intrinsically the same, and all women intrinsically

the same, with the differences lying between the sexes. Only a radically reductionist model

can support such a thesis. To the extent that Grenz' focus is on genital differentiation, he is

vulnerable to such an accusation.5e

Grenz recognises three key meanings of the sex act within marriage, viz. a symbol of the

exclusive bond within the marriage relationship, second a sign of the mutuality of the

relationship and third an openness to the possibility of the creation of new life.60 Not wanting

to place undue emphasis on the non-procreative possibility of same-sex intercourse, Grenz

has to attempt to answer why the first two meanings cannot be met by a mutual, lifelong

commitment between homosexual persons, and does so by attempting to unpack the symbolic

meaning of sexual intercourse within a committed relationship. While his conclusion that only

a committed heterosexual couple can portray an adequate "two persons united in one-flesh

union"6r is used to substantiate his prior conclusion on the appropriateness ofthe church's

historic teaching that "rightly advocates chastity in the form of abstinence in singleness and

fidelity in marriage,'62 his argument is unlikely to convince those not already convinced,

partly because it rests largely on the physical characteristics of male and female genitalia.63

The argument seems to create more problems than it solves.ff

te Grenz implicitly replies to this concern by quoting Stackhouse o'the mariage bond is a community of
love between those who are 'other.' This means not simply oan-other' person, but one who is tmly
'other'"' However this still hinges everything on genital difference. Grenz, I{elcoming but Not
Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality,ll4. Max L. Stackhouse, "Thi Heterosexual
Norrn," in Homosexuality and Christian Community, ed. Choon-Leong Seow (Louisville: Jobn Knox
Press,1996), l4l.
lf Crena l{elcoming but Not Afrirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality,l1t.
"' Ibid.. I 12.
u'ruia.. tos.
63 Crassly put, that a penis most naturally fits into a vagin4 and that any other configuration is
unsatisfactory and does not lead to two "others" becoming one. To quote Grenz, in Jame-sex
intercourse, "the specific body part each contributes to the act does not represent what distinguishes
each from the other." As such, Grenz argues that homosexual sex is not a syrnbol of wholeneis.
Limiting "otherness" to genital otherness seems reductionist, especially in a work arguing that deep
significance should be attached to the sexual act. Using this logic, regardless of the dlpth of
relationship between two people of the same sex, their genital correspondence would prohibit any
sexual activity. The inference is that genital differentiation rather than relationship is the ultimate
driver. Grenz would reply that genuine relationship would be severed if inappropriate sexual activity
takes place. Thus "the moral difficulty emerges... in that the 'targets' of thesl desires are... ftiends."
Ibid., I I I, I l0-l 15, l2l-122.t Utittg the same logic, masturbation would have to be labelled as taboo. Grenz is not prepared to go
that far. ln his .Sexzal Ethics, while he gives several warnings as to the potential dangers oi
masturbation, Grenz acknowledges that "masturbation does offer certain benefits" aibeit that..it can
only be accepted as a phase en route to a higher level ofsexuality and sexual expression." One asks
why this "second best" option is acceptable as a stage of heterosexual development, but that the same
logic of"second best is betterthan other options" is not acceptable in same-sex relationships. Ifas
Grenz suggests, 'tnasturbation is a better alternative than premarital sex'o why is long term, committed
same-sex intercourse within a covenant relationship not better than either aloneness or casual sexual
encounters (ofwhatever nature)? Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective,214-215.
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McCarthy is particularly critical of Grenz for attaching too much significance to the symbolic

and ritual character of sexual intercourse and argues that by making the physical act decisive,

Grenz skews the relationship of sex to marriage. He counters,

Actually, marriage is the key to the meaning of sex, rather than sex the key to
the meaning of marriage. The practical aspects of marriage shape our lives
and create the setting for fulfilling sex. Biblically, marriagen not sex, is the
theological metaphor. The stable joining of two lives in marriage expresses
steadfast love far more completely than does the sexual act.65

Grenz then asks if homosexuality can represent a stable and fixed sexual orientation.

However, as he precedes it by discussion of the 'onaturalistic fallacy" that derives "an 'ought'

from an ois,"'he makes clear his unwillingness to allow any findings in this regard to

seriously impact his position.66

Arguing that the only option for sexual expression for homosexual persons is "fidelity within
(heterosexual) marriage or abstinent singleness,"6t Grenz attempts to sidestep the accusation

that such a formula confers celibacy on all homosexual persons by distinguishing between

celibacy and abstinence.6s He argues that unmarried homosexuat persons should commit

themselves to abstinence, and that "abstinence in singleness" is a call made to all Christians,

and that homosexual people should therefore not consider themselves speciatly singled out in

this regard. However, this simply refuses to engage the issue that heterosexual persons whilst

"abstinent in singleness" have a realistic hope that their singleness will end, while

homosexual people, following the criteria for acceptable relationships as laid down by Grenz,

do not.

In chapter six Grenz discusses the place of homosexual persons in the church. He begins by

dismissing approaches that focus on "the most 'pastoral' response," urging a focus on genuine

65 David Matzko Mccarthy, "welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to
Homosexuality (stanley J Grenz) (Book Review)," christian century I 16, no. zi 6eeey: en.
"" He writes: "ThLIs, even if homosexuality were indisputably'natural' for certain people, this would
not, in and of itselfjustify their engaging in same-sex practices." However, as he doeJnot stipulate any
conditions under which it would justify same-sex practice, one is left with the impression that he is
again building straw men because he wishes to demolish tlem, rather than becauie he is willing to
engage the debate in a serious manner. Grenz, Welcoming but Not ffirming: An Evangelical Response
lo Homosexuality, ll7.o'Ibid.- 

125.* Thielicke expresses the danger inherent in assuming that homosexual people who are unable to alter
their orientation must have the gift of celibacy when he writes: "Celibacy cannot be used as a
counterargument, because celibacy is based upon a special calling, and moreover, is an act of free
will." Helmut Thielicke, The Ethics of Sex,trans. John W. Doberstein (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1964),
285.
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ethical reflection rather than oopragmatico or even what appear to be solid, pastoral

considerations.o'6e This seems to drive an unnecessary wedge between pastoral theolory and

ethics. tn the 1930s Anton Boisen, founder of the clinical pastoral education movemenf

warned of the dangers of so focusing on the biblical and historical texts that one ignored the
o'human documents."7o Grenz' failure to heed this warning reflects a significant weakness in

this work.Tl

Focusing primarily on "the moral status of persons living in stable same-sex relationships"

Grenz explores four issues, viz. church membership, same-sex unions, ordination and civil

rights.72

While willing to welcome abstinent homosexual people into church membership, Grenz states

that *... the church. .. has a responsibility to nurture and also to admonish and discipline the

wayward in its midsf including those who are not living in sexual chastity...oo73 Earlier he had

approvingly quoted Richard Hays' insight that "We live knowing that wholeness remains a

hope rather than an attainment in this life. The homosexual Christians in our midst may teach

us something about our true condition as people living between the cross and the final

redemption of our bodies.ooTa

Predictably, while Grenz sees no place for the church to bless same sex relationships in a way

that might imply marriage, he is supportive of gay and lesbian persons enjoying "friendship

bonds" where "their commitment to each other is not to be expressed through genital sexual

acts.t'75

Grenz follows through his argument consistently in reasoning that struggling with

homosexual desires is not a basis on which to exclude a person from ordination, but that
o'fitness for ordination... entails leading a chaste tife in the midst of the experience of the

ut Grenz, Welcoming but Not Afirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexualiry, l3l.
'' "I was much concerned that theological students should have the oppornrnity to go to first-hand
sources for their knowledge of human nature. I wanted them to learn to read human documents as well
as books..." Anton T, Boisen, The Exploration of the Inner l(orld: A Study of Mental Disorder and
Religious Experience (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1936), 10.
" It is particularly startling given his focus on "community" as an integrative motif for theolory. How
can community be an integrating motif if the stories of the community are neither heard nor privileged?
This is a serious criticism that will be developed later.

'2 Grenz, welcoming but Not Aftirming: An ivangelical Response to Homosexuality, 133.
" Ibid.- 134.
to lbid., 133. The o'them-/us" natue of this quote is striking, as is the failure to ask the pastoral question,
"How does it feel to serve the community as a sigrr of the elusiveness of wholeness?" Grenz is quoting
from Richard B. Hays, "Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies: Drawing on Scripture and Tradition
in the Church Debate on Homosexuality.," Latimer 1 l0 (1992): 29-30.
" Gten , welcoming but Not ffirmini: An Evangelical Response to Homosetcuality, 139.
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brokenness of our desires."76 Thus, provided a person follows Grenz' guideline of fidelity in

heterosexual marriage or sexual abstinence in singleness, Grenz sees no reason for exctusion

from any area of the life of the church on the grounds of homoerotic impulses.

Does Grenz too readily accept a divide between sexual orientation and sexual practice? While
most accept that individuals have little choice in the development of their sexual orientation,

be it either heterosexual or homosexual, but argue that people are accountable for their
actions, it raises the question of the moral status of the gap between what people feel and

what people do. Scanzoni, while better known for being one of evangelicalism's most

sympathetic and permissive writers on homosexuality,TT points to the sub-biblical nature of
such a split when she writes, "The Scriptures are quite plain in teaching that if an action is

wrong, the longing to engage in that action is just as wrong (e.g., Matt.5 :27-2g;

lJohn3:15)."78 Evangelicals most commonly side step this issue by distinguishing between

the generalized guilt of living in a fallen world (the fall explaining the distortion from the God

intended ideal of heterosexual impulses), and the response to the particular temptations faced.

While providing a partial answer, it does not overcome the implicit compartrnentalization

condoned by the approach. As postmodern approaches to human personality shess holism,

this is unlikely to impress audiences who have moved beyond modernity. Grenznever really
addresses this point.

On the issue of civil rights Grenz states that "Patteming our lives after Jesus' example

includes adamant support of fair treatment for all persons in our society, including gays and

lesbians."?e While the tone of Grenz' writing at this point is sympathetic, he is reticent to
commit to any firm legislative changes, simply acknowledging that'ijustice within a

relationship does not allow us to ignore the question of social and economic benefits to
various types of living arrangements."s0 He suggests differentiating on the basis of those

rights that safeguard couples and those that flow from the desire to protect marriage as a

nurturing environment for children, indicating "that Christians might well support extending

tu [bid., l47.For an alternate and more sympathetic perspective see Murray A. Rae, ',In Earthen
Vessefs: Considerations Concerning Homosexuality and Ministry," in Moie Than a Single Issue',
Theological Considerations Concerning the Ordinqtion of Praiising Homosexuals, ed. Murray A. Rae
and Graham Redding (Hindmarsh: ATF,2000).
" See e.g. Letha Scanzoni and Virginia R. Mollenkott,Is the Homosexual My Neighbor? (New york:
Ijurp"t and Row, 1978).
'" Letha Scanzoni, "On Homosexuality: A Response to Smedes," The Reformed Journal28 (May
1978):10.

'n Grenz, l{elcoming but Not Afirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality, 150.to lbid.. 152.
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the former to participants in a variety of living anangements, so long as the latter are reserved

for marriage."8l

Methodologically Grenz' closing epilogue is significant. He accurately summarizes the

situation facing the Christian church when he writes,

Several visions of the Christian community are currently vying for attention.
Each of these seeks to preserve a dimension of the foundational, biblical
narrative we share. And each has the power to shape the church in the
immediate, if not long-term, future.

Proponents of an open stance toward homosexuality articulate one such
vision. Their goal is to construct a community that is truly inclusive and that
stands firmly on the side of the oppressed and marginalized of society.

...Because they are eonvinced this is where God is now at work in our world,
proponents are attempting to mobilizethe church to engage the battle in
solidarity with gay and lesbian persons.tt

He goes on to examine the way proponents of an inclusive approach view certain biblical

narratives as paradigmatic, exploring in particular the account of the conversion of
Cornelius.s3 Rejecting the suggestion that the prejudice and exclusion Cornelius faced

parallels the situation faced by lesbian and gay people today,s Grenz suggests "The question

that divides discussion participants is: Is it proper for Christians to respond to homosexual

urges by fonning same-sex sexual unions?"8s To this question Grenz gives an unequivocal no.

Methodologically this is significant.ln Revisioning Evangelical Theologt as well as in

Renewing the Center and Beyond Foundationalism Grenzwarned of the danger of stressing

biblical inspiration at the expense of biblical illumination.s6 The Bible is the Spirit's book and

as the faith community reads it diligently, it is corporately led to perceive what God is doing

in the world.87

tt lbid.
t2lbid., r53-154.
tt Acts lo:l-l l: l8
*o'oFew participants in the current debate deny that homosexual persons can be Christians." Grenz,
welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality, r54.o' Ibid.. 155.
ff Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenry First Century, Stanley J.
Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theotog in a Post-Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker,
2000), Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Bryond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a
P.ostmodern Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox press, 2001).
'' E.g. "...we often collapse the Spirit into the Bible. We exchange the dynamic of the ongoing
movement of the Spirit speaking to tie community of God's people through the pages of the Bible for
the book we hold in our hands." Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresi Agendafor the
Twenly First Century, ll7.
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Grenz' polite but firm rejection of the biblical insights of those who would be both

welcoming and affrming to those engaged in same-sex sexual unions, indicates that he is not

easily convinced by a plea of Spirit mediated biblical illumination by a Christian community.

His exegesis of the Cornelius passage, supplemented by his frrller discussion of the biblical

material, his examination of the tradition of the church and his understanding of the insights

of contemporary culturg have led him to reject the possibility that same-sex sexual unions

might have covenantal validity.

Grenz'use ofan integrated (coherent) approach ratherthan ofan unintegrated

(foundationalist) approach is consistent with his method, but does raise the question of what

his insistence on the importance of biblical illumination by the Spirit guided community

might mean in practice. Any new insight is unlikely to meet the criteria of being consistent

with the church's tradition, while new insights from the text are likely to be disallowed on the

basis of traditional biblical exegesis. Certainly if this test case is representative, the method

seems to produce little that is new, and it is hard to see how anything genuinely new would be

allowed.

While this might be reassuring to opponents of Grenz' work such as Don Carson who fears

that, "Grenz' reformulation of the doctrine of Scripture is so domesticated by postmodern

relativism that it stands well and truly outside the evangelical camp (whether 'evangelical' is

here understood theologically or socially/historically),"EE it falls short of allowing one to

affirm the thesis proposition 'that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectivety revisions

evangelical theolory."

7.3 GEI\TERAL ISSUES

Grenz is well versed in the social sciences and is well aware of constructionist views of
reality. It is therefore a little surprising that he does not interact more fully with

constmctionist views of homosexuality. Waetjen articulates some constructionist views,

Homosexuality and heterosexuality... are modern orientations that
presuppose the sociocultural constructs of sexuality. Both terms in fact
originated a little more than one hundred years ago... consequently, none of

tt D.A. Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenzs Renewing the Center," in Reclaiming
the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern Times,ed. Millard J. Erickson.
Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 50.
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the texts of the Bible's two testaments that deal with sexual deviance can or
should be related to what today is being called .homosexuality.'*t

Working from a constructionist model, Thatcher looks to a day o'after heterosexuality," when

the control mechanisms implicit in terms such as heterosexuality and marriage are

superseded,

...heterosexuality has hitherto operated as an exclusive social institution,
which together with marriage, has regulated all sexual contact.
Heterosexuality has confined sexual expression between persons of different
sexes: marriage has limited sexual expression to persons married to each
other. Heterosexuality became compulsory. It was believed to have been
ordained by God. Any homosexual expression could not therefore please
God. Heterosexuality enforces itself by marginalizing lesbian, gay and
bisexual people. 'After heterosexuality' means once heterosexuality was
compulsory: now it no longer is. To utter the words 'after heterosexuality' is
to be able to relativize another hitherto unquestioned institution; perhaps it is
to see that the term itself belongs to the medical terminology of the late
nineteenth century; that its purpose has been to enforce, to marginalize, to
stigmatize. [t is to entertain the possibility that the diversity of sexual
orientation found amongst human beings is due to our having been
wonderfully made by God. It is the possibility of straigh! lesbian, bisexual
and gay people being able to join together in worship and proclaim together
in praise...eo

Thatcher constructs a portrait of marriage after patriarchy, heterosexuality and modernity.

This construction is in response to the oppressive framework that Thatcher believes this trio
imposes, and is an attempt to construct a model for Christian marriage for postmodern times.

Gter:z has also failed to heed constructionist views of gender. Lea and Schoene are broadly

representative of the voices coming from the social sciences when they write,

masculinity, hitherto the implied, culturally inscribed normative standard of
all gender identifications, has once and for all lost its traditional transparency
as the incontestable biological essence of unadulterated manly being and
instead become visible as a performative gender construct, and a rather frail
and fraudulent one to boot. Rather than denoting just one fixed, polarized
point on a hierarchically oppositional axis of distinctly intelligible gender
binaries, masculinity has been revealed to oscillate within a virtuallv limitless

* H.C. Waetjen, n Bibtical Ethics and Homosexuality,ed. Robert L. Brawley (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 1996), 1 l2-l 13.
m Adrian Thatcher, Marriage after Modernity: Christian Marriage in Postmodern hzes (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 294-295.
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spectrum of gender identities, characterized not by purity and self-
containment but by difference and alterity.el

ln spite of Grenz' commitment to develop a relevant theolory for a postmodern er4

Welcoming but Not Afirming fails to seriously engage and critique these issues. In other

words, the voice of culture has not been heeded as a serious conversation partner. At this
point the flaw is not with Grenz' proposed theological method, but with his failure to fully
follow through on his own proposal.

Grenz' disallowing of constructionist views of homosexuality raises another issue related to

the use of culture as a source for theology. Having three sources for theolory simply

compounds the hermeneutical dilemma - which understanding of scripture, which tradition

and which view of culture? When focusing on culture, which discipline studying culture

should be favoured? Is it sociolory, or anthropolory or psychology, and if a choice can be

made, which lens within each of these disciplines should be adopted?

Grenz makes some progress toward an answer in his article "Culture and Spirit: The Role of
cultural context in Theological Reflection." In it he asks and answers,

How, then, can theolory take culture seriously without imperiling the
commitment to scripture as theology's norming norm? In other words, does
not the call for a culture-sensitive theology undermine the classic Protestant
focus on Word and Spirit? The answer to this question lies in pneumatolory,
more particularly in the construction of a theological link between culture and
spirit- The connection between culture and Spirit, in turn, lies in an
understanding of culture as the Spirit's voice.e2

One has to ask how the theologioal link between culture and the Spirit is to be built. The

modef adopted in Welcoming but Not Afirmtug suggests that it is via classical biblical

exegesis, a mainstream understanding of tradition and the selective use of culture, where only
evidence that supports the insights from the first two sources is allowed.e3 Ironically, this

seems a most unpneumatological pneumatolgy.

n' Daniel Lea and Berthold Schoene, "Masculinify in Transition ," in Posting rhe Male: Masculinities in
Post-War and Contemporary British Literature, ed. Daniel Lea and Berthold Schoene (Arnsterdam:
Rodopi,2003),9.
" Stanley J. Grenz, "Culture and Spirit: The Role of Cultural Context in Theological Reflection,"
l:b"ry Theological Journal 55, no. 2 (2000): 45.
" This is a strong accusation, but is seen in Grenz' insistence, for example, that scientific research has
not established that homosexual attraction "is either innate or an ineradicable trait that for this reason
can be said to be normalfor some persons." Grenzo Welcoming but Not Afrirming: An Evangelical
Response to Homosquality,12. Culbertson argues that such aposition flies in tfie face of ti'e findings
of, amongst others, the American Psychiatric Association of Social Workers. the American
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7.4 METIIODOLOGICAL ISSUES

It seems reasonable to evaluate Grenz' method by his own model for theological engagement.

In Grenz' model the key sources are scripture, tradition, and culture, while the structuring

motif is the Trinity, with community as the integrative motif and eschatology as the orienting

motif. The Spirit is seen to work in such a way that the conversation of the three sources

around the three focal motifs leads the community of faith toward insights appropriate for the

time and context. It is now proper to evaluate Grenz' use of his own method to test if it
supports the thesis proposition "that Stanley Grenzo theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theolory."

7.4.1 Scripture

Welcoming but Not ffirmingpays close attention to the biblical material on homosexuality.

Grenz examines both those texts that obviously deal with homosexuality, as well as those that
could be seen to have a bearing on the topic.ea ln addition, he tries to relate his understanding

of the Bible's teaching on the broader topic of human sexuality to the questions raised by

homosexuality. His examination is responsible though not exhaustive,es and he operates from

a traditional evangelical framework whilst being willing to examine alternate viewpoints. It is
clear that he treats the authority of the text as a given and is not willing to dismiss any

passages as ill informed or irrelevant.

Noting the variety and diversity of ethical modes present in the Bible, Hovey cites commands

(such as you shall not kill), principles (do not resist one who is evil), practices (when you

pray) and virhres (faith, hope" Iove) to be broadly representative.e6 While Grenz does not limit
his examination of homosexuality to those texts which are commands, the greater weight of

Psychological Association, the National Association of Social Workers, and the National Association
for Marriage and Family Therapy. If the views of mainstream representative bodies from the social
sciences are disallowed, one is led to the conclusion that the insights of the social sciences are being
used selectively. Culbertson, l9l.
"" The classic texts are Genesis l9:4-l l, Judges I9, Leviticus l8:22 and 20:13, Roman s 1..26-27, I
Corinthians 6:9 and I Timothy l:10. Those with a less obvious but possibly significant relevance (what
Grenz calls "the silent texts") include the alleged homosexual innuendo in the-frienaship between
David and Jonathan (especially David's lament in 2 Samual l:26) and more generally the range of
same sex friendships in scripture (e.g. Ruth and Naomi) as well as Jesus' silence on ihe topic. Grenz,
(ltc,oynlng but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuarity,5g.
"' which is acceptable given that Welcoming but Not Afrimfng is only 2i0 pages long (and only 157
excluding notes and appendices). There are 15 pages ofrecommendations for furtherieading,
suggesting that Grenz has researched the topic thoroughly.
n6 Craig Hovey, "Putting Truth to Practice: ir4acintyre;s Unexpected Rule," ,S/adies in Christian Ethics
19, no. 2 (2006): 169.
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his reflection is geared toward the explicit, rather than more implicit virtues and principles

operating throughout scripture. As the postmodern turn has seen an unease with commands

and a greater emphasis on virtues, this is at variance with what would be expected from a

theology constructed to appeal to a postmodern context. If the balance had been different, it is
possible that Grenz might have adopted a more open stance.

From an evangelical perspective there is nothing particularly remarkable about Grenz'

exegesis or his conclusions. Given that Grenz claims to have revisioned the way evangelicals

should understand biblical authority, this is unsatisfactory. For example, in Revisioning

Evangelical Theologt he writes, "A revisioned doctrine of Scripture must incorporate.. . the

integral relationship between the Bible and the Spirit."eT This pneumatologically mediated

approach is to be supplemented with community discernment. Yet neither pneumatolory nor

community discernment play any noticeable role when Grerlzcomes to explore this topic.es

This is not being unnecessarily pedantic, as is highlighted if one exptores the stance of the

evangelical UFMCC that a homosexual orientation is God created and that traditional

readings ofsupposedly anti-gay biblical texts are based on sexual prejudice and the failure to

pay close affention to the context of the relevant passages. This challenges Grenz' insistent

stance that it is the Spirit illuminated text, interpreted by the community, that is authoritative.

As a Christian denomination, the UFMCC cannot be accused of allowing individual

subjectivity to dominate. They meet Grenz' criteria for being a community, and they claim to

be guided by the Spirit illuminated scriptures received and interpreted by the UFMCC.

Clearly Grenz does not accept the stance adopted by this Soup, but his emphasis on tlre

illumination of scripture by particular communities of faith make it difficult to see how he can

reject their interpretation of scripture.ee

While claims of openness to the illumination of the Spirit and community discernment have

appeal, when it comes to dealing with this specific issue, Grenz does not appear to have

carefully thought through the implication. Suggesting that this is an unfair criticism for a

work on ethics as opposed to doctrinal formulation is inadequate as the major issues facing

the church usually come in an ethical guise. Baptist theologian James McClendon takes this

so seriously that in his theological method he argues that theological formulation begins with

nt Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century, l14.
'" Grenz might reply that community discernment has taken place at the level of evangelicalism in
g^eneral, which is usually condemning of homosexual practices.
"-For a thought provoking study of the process of discemment which led to two Baptist congregations
adopting both a welcoming and affirming stance on homosexuality, and which led tb their.u-br"qu"nt
disaffiliation from their denomination, see Fred Glennon, "Must a Covenantal Sexual Ethic Be
Heterocentric? Insights from Congregations," Persepectives in Religious Studies 28, no. 3 (2001).
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an e&rmination of ethics, suggesting that the lived out ethic of the church speaks more loudly

of its belief system than any theoretical formulation.loo

7.4.2 Tradition

The use of tradition as a conversation partner in the formulation of a revisioned theolory is

interesting, as tradition will usually play a conservative role and point back to the status quo,

rather than toward an embrace of the new or the novel. Exceptions can occur if the church's

earlier practice is in conflict with its current practice. As tradition is not static, this is always a

possibility.

In his examination of tradition Grenz raises flickers of hope for the pro gay lobby, though he

raises them only to deshoy them. He systematically, though rapidly, works his way through

different eras of church historv.

While Grenz attempts to demonstrate that the concern about homosexual practice in the

Patristic era extended beyond the widespread practice of pederasty in Roman society, almost

all his examples are of the condemnation of men who defiled boys. Logic requires that this be

seen as a different ethical issueo a point Grenz only partially acknowledges.

He continues his survey of church history, selecting what he considers to be representative

examples of opposition to homosexual practice, while acknowledging that at some times the

opposition was more pronounced than at others. Although acknowledging that at times

practice was at variance with actual church teaching, he does not explore the potential

implication of this.ror While Grenzo concern is to demonstrate a consistent opposition to

homosexual practice in the church's history, he fails to critically engage the reasons behind

the opposition. For example, he credits Thomas Aquinas with "perhaps the most carefully

reasoned moral argument against homosexual behaviour constructed prior to the modern

era,"lo2 but then suggests that Aquinas' opposition is primarily because "these practices are

devoid of the potential for procreation" without offering any critique of this line of
argument.lo3

too 
James Wm McClendon Jr., Ethics: Systematic Theologt,3 vols., vol. I (Nashville: Abingdon,

1986).
tot E.g. Grenz, Welcoming but Not ffirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality,6s.This
revefts to the "which tradition?'n question. Should it be tradition as it should have been according to
official church teaching, or tradition as it was according to church practice? Altematively expressed,
should attention be paid to the gap between church teaching and church practice?
tozlbid..70.
to'rbid.. zt.
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If tradition is to be a source for theology and a serious conversation partner in a revisioned

evangelical theolory, it will need to be a more carefully critiqued tradition.l0a Simply to note

that the church has been opposed to some behaviours, without acknowledging the flaws in the

rationale used to justifi the opposition, is unlikely to birth an adequately revisioned theolory.

A significant point that comes out of Grenz' historical review is his awareness that the church

has often seen the need to serve as a counter to the prevailing cultural practices. For example

he writes, "ln response to what they saw as the immorality of Roman society, Christian

moralists took seriously the New Testament call to chaste living."ros As Grenz suggests that

culture, like tradition, is a source for theology, this helps to establish that it is not a naive

cultural adaptation that is being advocated. Indeed, Grenz indicates that being the church in a

particular cultural and historical context often shaped the church's response to ethical issues

such as homosexuality. Where he lays himself open to critique is in his failure to allow for the

shift in cultural context. Roman society might have accepted pederasty, but contempora4r

Western society sanctions it strongly.l06 Not that Grenz does not acknowledge that some

traditional reasons are flawed. For example, he rejects arguments that homosexual acts are

wrong because they 'oinvolve the loss of life-carrying semen."t0t However, as Grenz does not

believe this was a major reason for opposition to homosexual acts, the acknowledgement does

not change his stance.

If scripture, tradition and culture serve as the three sources for theology, this will be true for

the historical construction of theology. In reviewing tradition, it is necessary to assess the

impact of cultural context at the time of theological construction. Part of the critique of
tradition needs to be an assessment of the extent to which the then current cultural concerns

impacted theological construction in a particular era. Where cultural context has changed

significantly, this might reduce the usefulness of the insights from the tradition of the church.

Indeed, when looking at the question of the use of tradition, we need to ask'thich tradition?"

Perhaps part of the answer should be "that tradition that forms in eras with a reasonablv

comparable cultural context." For example, Grenz is willing to quote the opposition to

homosexuality in the Penitentials as supportive of his argument of a consistent opposition to

ton one would have imagined that it is here that culture asi a source for theolory would come into its
own. This has been one of the key roles culture has played in shifting attitudes towards slavery and
women.
to' Grenz, ll/elcoming bur Not .lffirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality,66.
'"" ln other words, if the opposition to homosexual practice was primarily an opposition to pederasfy,
this is no reason to conclude that there should be opposition to homosexual acts between consenting
adults.
tot Grenz, welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality,T5.
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homosexuality, but does not critique the broader view of sexuality demonstrated in the

Penitentials.r0s Given, for example, that the Penitentials condemn engaging in intercourse in

the wrong posture,r0e it is difficult to see how its views are likely to relevantly inform the

construction of a sexual ethic for a postmodern era. Put bluntly, we need to be willing to

acknowledge that at times the teaching of the church has been absurd. Only seriously

critiqued tradition is helpful in theological construction.

While Grenz' review of tradition establishes that opposition to homosexual behaviour has

been sustained, he is less successful in establishing a clear moral basis for the church's

opposition. At times the reasons appear to have been spurious. However, the major insight

Grenz takes from the review is that opposition has been consistent. This alone does not seem

to be an adequate interaction with the church's tradition to allow for the creation of a

revisioned evangelical theology. If tradition is interacted with uncritically, the status quo will
almost inevitably remain.

7.4.3 Culture

ln his review of Grenz' Renewing the Center, Carson expresses concern that Grenz would go

too far in accommodating Christian faith to the prevailing cultural context. He asks: "At what

point do biblically faithful Christians confront and contradicr the world in its current

opinions, instead of reshaping the 'gospel' so as to parrot the worldos agenda."ll0 Bloesch

expresses a similar concern when he writes, "My problem with Grenz is that he sees mainly

promise in cultural achievements and not also deception and self-aggrandizement... In a

viable biblical, evangelical theology culture is neither deified nor demonized but

relativized."l l1

Perhaps Carson and Bloesch should have allowed themselves to be reassured by Welcoming

but Not Afinning, for though Grenz examines culture as the embedding context for his

reflection on homosexuality, his reading of culture is selective and cannot be seen as a driver

of his theological stance. ln some respects this is the most disappointing part of Welcoming

but Not Afirming. While the radical shift in Western attitudes to homosexuality is readily

acknowledged, it is not at all clear that the shift makes any impact on Grenz' conclusions. If it

tot lbid., 6g.
tot lbid.
llo Carson.52.
ril Donald G. Bloesch, "Donald Bloesch Responds: On Grenz," in Evangelical Theotogt in Trqnsition:
Theologians in Dialoguewith Donald Bloesch, ed. Elmer M. Colyer (Downers Grove: IVP, 1999), 186.
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does, it is limited to the cosmetic realm of ethos, where Grenz argues that homosexual

persons should be treated with kindness and empathy.ll2

Notable is Grenz' refusal to see homosexuality as a fixed orientation or disposition. Hthis

were acknowledged, it would be hard to disallow culture a dominant voice in the ethical and

theological issues surrounding homosexuality. True, Grenz does consider the possibility that

homosexuality is an orientation, but cautions against the "dangers that lurk in the use of the

contemporary language of sexual orientation"r13 while earlier he had cautioned against the
oo'naturalistic fallacy,' that is, to argue from 'what is' to 'what ought to 6..r:rl14In short, he

disallows any significant ethical implication to flow from it. Proponents of gay theolory find

this unsatisfactory. Thiselton is broadly representative of their stance when he writes, 'othere is

no biblical text about'homosexuality' understood as a 'condition' or'orientation."'rr5

The failure of current cultural insights to be a serious driver for Grenz' theological reflection

on homosexuality raises the question of what precisely Grenz means when he includes culture

as one of three sources for theology. Grenz comes closest to a clear statement in his

discussion of the theological method of Donald Bloesch when he writes,

I find myself- contra Bloesch - sympathizing with Brunner in his famous
dispute with Balth... Consequently, I am willing to speak of culture as a
source for theology (to the horror of some evangelicals), albeit not in the
sense of being the normative standard determining the nature of the gospel
message itself but as a conversation partner that as theologians we must take
seriously in our constructive articulations of the "faith once delivered.'lt6

rr2 This is the 'welcome' suggested in the books title. It also extends to a limited support to attaching
some legal rights to those living in alternate domestic partnerships, though Grenz is insistent that these
amngements should not be confused with marriage. This seems to be as far as he is prepared to go to
back his claim that "Christians' chief interest must always be the maintenance ofjustice in every type
of human relationship." Grenz, ll/elcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to
H om os exualitv. | 50-1 52.ll' At this poioi tt" draws on social constructionists to support his stance, suggesting that using the
language ofsexual orientation'tnay encourage a significant group ofpeople to construct, perhaps
prematurely, their personal identity (the self) on the basis of these socially based cogrritive tools." This
is a selective use ofsocial constructionist theories, and does not discredit the disappointrnent expressed
in 7.3 that Grenz does not interact rnore fully with social constructionist views of homosexuality. Ibid.,
123.

"o lbid., r 18.
It5 Anthony C. Thiselton, "Can Henneneutics Ease the Deadlock? Some Biblical Exegesis and
Hermeneutical Models.," in The Wry Forward? Christian Voices on Hornosexuality and the Church.,
ed. Timothy Bradshaw (London: SCM,2003), 158.
"" Stanley J. Grenz, "'Fiedeistic Revelationism': Donald Bloesch's Antirationalistic Theological
Mettrod," in Evangelical Theologt in Transition: Theologians in Dialogue with Donald Bloesch, ed,.

Elmer M. Colyer (Downers Grove: tVP, 1999), 57.
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If this remains a little vague, Welcoming but Not Affirmlzg makes it clear that Grenz in no

way allows culture to be "deified,"l17 and that the more serious question to ask is if Grenz

actually allows culture anything more than a selective and token input. While culture serves

as a modest formative factor in Grenz' theological construotion, his classifiing it as a

"sourceo' is misleading.

Williams summarizes traditional evangelical reservations about the use of the social sciences

in the debate on homosexuality when he writes, "When the social sciences have the first

word, the Bible may have the second word, but the social sciences will be the final arbiter as

they select what of the Bible is relevant for us."r18 In spite of Grenz' attempt to move beyond

the foundationalism implicit in Williams' statement, the trio of conversation partners

envisioned by Grenz seems to allow for only one dominant voice. In this discussion, Grenz

barely allows the cultural voice a whisper.

7.4.4Trinity

There is no obvious trinitarian strueturing in Welcoming But Not Affirming,nor does the

doctrine of the Trinity appear to make any major contribution to Grenz' thought on the

matter.lle This is not true of all who write on homosexuality. stuart writes:

We like to believe that 'underneath we are all the same' but what that can

often mean is that we believe that underneath everyone is like us, because to

be like us is to be truly human. This allows us to isolate our curturar

assumptions from criticism and to associate all difference which challenges

those assumptions with 'falling short' or sin. Difference and diversity are not

antithetical to God, whom we worship as Trinity and in whose image we are

made, who takes historical contingency into the heart of his divine being. 120

It would be unfair to conclude that the absence of trinitarian structuring n Welcoming But Not

Affirming implies that Grenz' proposal that it be seen as a structuring motif for theology lacks

t't As Bloesch fears Grenz does. Bloesch. 186.
rt8 Don Williams, The Bond That Breal<si llill Homosexuality Split the Church? (Los Angeles: BIM
Publishing Co., 1978), 109.
"' Though Grenz' belief that homosexual sex cannot reflect the wholeness implicit within the Trinity,
and is thus a failure to reflect the imago Dei, is a significant factor in his negative critique of
homosexual behaviour.

'20 Elizabeth Stuan, "Dancing in the Spirit," in The Way Forward? Christian Voices on Homosaruality
qnd the Church, ed. Timothy Bradshaw (London: SCM, 2003), 76-77.
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merit. In several of his other works, Grenz utilizes trinitarian structuring more obviously and

effectively.l2!

Perhaps more serious is the failure to be guided by trinitarian imagery. [f the "not good for the

man to be aloneo' of Gen 2:18 is a universal motif, it applies to both hetero and homosexual

persons.tt2 Grenz and Franke note that "perhaps the most significant development in the

contemporary renaissance of trinitarian theology has been the emphasis on relationality."l23

Grenz is willing to allow that "Christian gay or lesbian persons might well enjoy caringo

loving, supporting, and affirming friendships" but is unwilling to see these as anything more

than "friendship bonds."l24 For Grenz,the potential for sexual activity is the aspect that is of
greatest concern in homosexual relationships, and he writes "The sexual aspect is precisely

the dimension of same-sex relationship that the church cannot bless without sanctioning sinful

conduct.o'r25 One wonders if Grenz is not attaching too much significance to sex at this point.

ln Pauline theolory it is love, not sex, that is the greatest virtue, and it is love, not sex, that

lasts forever.t26 Given the asexual nature of the trinitarian life, and given that the trinitarian

life provides the eschatological model for human relationships, one wonders why same-sex

friendships need to be seen as lessor than heterosexual marriage relationships.l2T

The argument could be taken in the opposite direction. Supporting Grenz,we can note that his

deep commitment to relationships flows from his commitment to allowing the Trinity to serve

as a model for the structure for human relationships. While Grenz is anxious that no same sex

genital activity is sanctioned, he is clear that both homo and hetero sexual persons need to be

in meaningful relationships and to be welcomed as part of the community of faith. Same sex

genital activity is simply one of many activities disallowed by the faith community. The

invitation for the individual to be part of the community remains, as does the responsibility

for the faith community to accept those seeking entrance, regardless of the challenges they

face. The faith community is to model a counter cultural sexual ethic, a mandate Grenz

acknowledges as being a "challenge" while noting'\ve faee it best together."l28 Provided

ttt 
See e.g. Stanley J. Grenz, Theologtfor the Community of God (Naslttille: Broadmsn and Holman,

1994), Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theologt of the Imago Dei.
'.llrne Hoty Bible: New Internqtional version, (International Bibre societyJsda). -
'" Grenz and Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 193.tto Grenz, welcoming but Not Afiirming: An EvangeiicaT Respori" to Homosacuality, 139.
'" tbid.. 143.
126 I Cor 13:13 The Hoty Bible: New International Version.t" One could accept different, but not lesser.ttt Grenz, Iaeboming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosquality, ls7.
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homosexual persons are not involved in same sex activity, Grenz sees their stafus as being the

same as any other member of the faith community.tt,

7.4.5 Community

Grenz' proposal that community serves as the integrating motif for theolory has no obvious

outflow in this work. While in l{elcoming But Not ffirming Grenzargues for a 'welcoming,

yet not always affirming, community" where we face our challenges "best together" and

"assist and rely on each other," the text fosters a'them./us" mentality and is clearly wriften

from a heterosexual perspective.r30 While the narratives of gay people are occasionally and

fleetingly mentioned, the absence of serious engagement with their stories is striking.r3t This

leads to the obvious question of how community can be considered theolory's integrating

motif if the stories of those most affected by the issue at hand are left unheard.

It also raises the question of how committed Grenz is to the articulation of a theology

appropriate for a postmodern context. In describing postnodern views of tnrth, Grenz

discusses the importance of o'participatory 
1tu11trrl32 to those operating from a postnodem

perspective, as well as the conviction held by postmoderns that "truth is connected to

narratives."r33 The absence of significant communal narrative interaction in Welcoming but

Not Affirming is a departure from a method Grenz proposes as being appropriate for a

postmodern context.

Franke has argued that a nonfoundationalist theology "requires the opening of theological

corversation to the voices of persons and communities who have generally been excluded

from the discourse of Anglo-American theolory."r3a If the failure to listen to the narrative

voice of those most impacted by homosexuality is a departure from a method suitable for a

postmodern context, it is also a departure of the method advocated for a postfoundationalist

theolory.

r2e And even if they were to be involved in same sex activity, Grenz would argue that the welcome
remains, though there would be no affrmation of their sexual behaviour. Thus welcomine but not
affinnins.
"" Grenz, l{elcoming but Not Affrming: An Evangelical Response to Homosaruality, ls7."' Grenz comes closest when he dedicates the volume to Paul Couillard, a "Christian who is gay', and
"knows frsthand what it means to experience the grace of God." While the dedication is toucling, it is
clearly selective. Grenz is engaging with someone who follows the path he suggests, but is not
glCaginC with those who do not... Ibid., xii.
'" Stanley J. Grenz, "Participating in What Frees: The Concept of Truth in the postmodern Context,',
4qri* and Expositor 100, no. Fall (2003): 687.t" Ibid.:690. 

-

t'n John R. Franke, "Faith Seeking Understanding in a Postmodem Context: Stanley Grenz and
Nonfoundational rheology," PrincetonTheological Review r2,no. r (2006): 19.
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In Beyond Fotmdationalisn,l3s Grenz and Franke examine Ferdinand Toennies's work,

Gemeinshafi tmd Gesellschaft.136 Toennies's distinction between the community

(Gemeinshafi) where relationships are intimate and holistic, and the society (Gesellschafi)

where social order is constructed by contracts and formal obligations, is relevant. While

Grenz' view of community is partly shaped by Toennies's concept of Gemeinschaft,

Welcoming but Not Affirmng gives the impression that Grenz has been willing to settle for

Gesellschafi. By focusing on the conditions under which gay people may be both welcomed

and affirmed in the Christian communityr3T Grenz creates the impression of a closely

boundaried community, where compliance with the required behaviour is more of a driver

than personal narrative or relationship.

ln addition, while Grenz is convinced that only covenantal heterosexual coupling can

symbolize the wholeness of two others becoming oneo the community motif might have

helped him to broaden his horizon. While at an individual level, the coupling of covenantally

committed heterosexual others might imply wholeness, at a communal level it does not. It is

helpful to distinguish between the "generalized other" and the "concrete other." The

communal life of the church includes a range of covenantly committed relationships, and

Grenz' work would have benefited by, for example, interacting with Graham, who after

acknowledging her indebtedness to the work of Benhabib and Haraway, writes,

I would argue that an adequate model of practical knowledge will exhibit a
bias towards alterity, diversity and inclusivity. This is at the heart of an
understanding of 'disclosive' practice which must take account of our
situatedness (especially in terms of our embodiment), will be appropriately
open to alterity (otherness) and is evinced by the provisional nature ofboth
practice and the knowledge it embodies, rather than 'foreclosive' practices,
exercising premature or authoritarian appeals to absolute truth. r38

In trying to break the impasse between egalitarians and complementarians in the debate on

women in leadership, Grenz argues from a communally based understanding of the imago Dei

writing,

At creation the triune God designed humankind to mirror the unity-in-
diversity and mutuality that characterizes the etemal divine reality.

t" Grenz and Franke, Beyond Faundationalism: Shaping Theologt in s Postmodern Contart,2ll-212.
136 

Ferdinand Toennies, Community and Society,trans. Charles P. Loomis (East Lansing, Mich.:
Michigan State University Press, 1957).
'" Which for Grenz is best articulated as "sexual abstinence in singleness and fidelity in"
(heterosexual) "marriage." Grenz, Welcoming but Not Affrming: An Evangelical Response to
Homosexuality, 156.
rt8 Elaine Graham, "Practical Theology as Transforming Practice," tn The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral
and Practical Theologt, ed. James Woodward and Stephen Pattison (Oxford: Blackwell,2000), I I l.
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Consequently neither the male as such nor the isolated human - whether male
or female - is the image of God. Rather than being an individual possession,
the imago Dei is a corporate or social reality. It refers to humans in
relationship or humans in "community.'"'

Provided communiql is not to be understood as clique, there is no clear reason why a

communal representation of the imago Dei should not include homosexual couples. In

summary, Grenz' portrait of community seems defectively uniform.

7.4.6 Eschatology

Establishing an eschatological orientation in a text that deals primarily with human sexual

conduct, is challenging. If sex is a "this worldly" activity, the relevance of the eschaton to

sexual behaviour is not clear. Ifanything, it would seem to suggest that as sexual conduct has

no place in eternity, it is of limited long term significance.''0 Superficially it would seem

reasonable to conclude that so long as relationship is committed and significant, other factors

are of secondary importance. However, Grenz will have none of this, and in Sexual Ethics

argues strongly for a link between sexuality and eschatologl.tot He argues that the drive

toward human bonding is ultimately indicative of the desire to bond with God. It is therefore

important that the drive is expressed in a wholesome manner, one that potentially serves as a

sign of the eschatological bond between Creator and creation. He does however acknowledge

that,

... issues of human sexuality must be kept in proper perspective... as an
expression of human sexuality, marriage belongs to the present order. It will
be laid aside, when the eschatological reign of God comes in its fullness.
Marriage and issues related to it, therefore, must never be treated as having
ultimate status in themselves.laz

There are areas Grenz leaves unexplored. While oriented towards eschatological reality, the

church lives in a fallen world. Given that the ultimate is denied until eschatological reality

breaks forth, it seems reasonable to assume that the church will often have to live with

optimal rather than ultimate ethical solutions. Though truthfulness will characterize

eschatological relationships, living in a fallen world sees the scriptures sanction both the

t3e Stanley J. Grenz, "Anticipating God's New Community: Theological Foundations for Women in
Ministry," Journal of the Evangelical Theoktgical Society 38, no. 4 (1995): 600.
''" Thus Stuart argues, "ln the end gay is not good, straight is not good, no one is good but God alone...
The Church as the community of the redeemed must play out gender and sexuality in such a way as to
reveal their lack of eschatological significance." Elizabeth Stuart, Gry and Lesbian Theologies:
Repititions with Crilical Difference (Aldershot: Ashgate,2003), I14.
'"' Grenz, Sexuql Et hi cs : An Evangel ical P erspective, 247 -251.
taz rbid.,zs7.
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untruthfulness of the Hebrew midwivesra3 and the prostitute Rahab.re Clearly untruthfulness

is not a virtue, but the biblical passages appear to view truth telling as a lesser moral

obligation than that of saving human life. Thus both the Hebrew midwives and Rahab are

rewarded, not for deceit, but for discerning and acting upon that which was of greater ethical

import.

If we accept that Grenz is correct in arguing that the sex act of a covenantly committed

heterosexual couple is most able to closely represent and "ritualize exclusivity" and thus point

to the "exclusivity of the relationship God desires to have with us," and that a same sex

committed exclusive relationship is not capable of providing'oa vivid symbolic declaration of

the monogamous nature of the biblical ideal for marriage,o'we still need to ask what is the

optimal ethical sexual behaviour open to persons with a same sex orientation.ras While Grenz'

answer would be that total abstinence is required, there are no obvious reasons why this

should be so. Thielicke contemplates the ethical options available to persons with a same sex

orientation and leaves open the possibility that a faithful and committed covenant relationship

might be the optimal option for some.ra6 If eschatology is to serve as an orienting motif, the

obligation is to shape behaviour to most closely represent that reality, without deluding

oneself that a perfect representation will ever be possible.la? One could argue that the depth of

relationship experienced in a committed same sex relationship is of greater ethical importance

than the genital sexual acts that are a part of the relationship. lndeed, with eschatolory as

orienting motif, we are perpetually reminded of the provisionaliry and inadequacy of all

human efforts and relationships,

Put differently, an eschatological orientation could provide an empathetic and permission

giving motif for those with a same sex orientation who are seeking an optimal ethical solution

within their context. However Grenz does not use it in this way. Though eschatological

orienting is not absent from the text, it is not a dominant motif. The question of whether

Grenz has been able to utilize his own method therefore re-emerses.

rot Exodus l:15-22 The Holy Bible: New International Version.
raa 

Joshua 2 Ibid.

'.0.t Grenz, Welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexualiry, ll3.
'"" Thielicke. 285.
tnt This is also true of heterosexual relationships. Torrance e.g. writes, "It must be stressed that we are
emphatically not suggesting that heterosexual marriage within the Church is irwariably or normally or
even ever'properly functional' and thus an unambiguous witness and proclamation of God's creative
purposes for the New Humanity. Heterosexual marriage between a couple is only ever true, 'properly
functional' and thus 'natural' by grace alone..." Alan J. Torrance, "On Deterrnining Whether
Homosexuality Is to Be Endorsed Theologically," in More Than a Single Issue: Theological
Considerations Concerning the Ordination of Practising Homosexuals, ed. Murray A. Rae and Graham
Redding (Hindmarsh: ATF, 2000), 18 I .
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Guenther Haas' essentially favourable review of Grenz' work raises this question. We have

questioned if Grenz gives adequate room to his.own stated commitment to culture as an

embedding context for theology. Haas asks if Welcoming But Not Affirming takes seriously

Grenz' stated commitment to eschatolory as "tleoloryos orienting motif."la8 Haas notes that

it has become increasingly cornmon to ignore the specific biblical injunctions against

homosexuality via an appeal to the redemptive or eschatological ethic that supercedes the

creation ethic found in the Bible. By using passages such as Gal 3:28, those who focus on

eschatological reality have pointed to a future order where loving social relationships of
rnutuality and equality are key. This expectation has led to many overriding the specific

biblical injunctions regarding slavery and different gender based roles for men and women.

Noting that Grenz often makes use of the eschatological ethic in his writings and that he cites

it as theolory's orienting motif, Haas reprimands Grenz,

Given this emphasis, not only by Grenz but also by many other evangelical
writers on the primacy of the eschaton for shaping church theology and
morality today, it is imperative for Grenz to demonstrate why a similar appeal
cannot be used to justifu dismissing the biblical injunctions concerning
homosexuality (parallel to those conceming slavery and the role of women),
so that homosexual practice can be accepted today in the community of the
kingdom.rae

The criticism might be overstated and one suspects that a gender-based agenda is driving the

critique. Certainly Grenz has argued that same-sex relationships fall short of the telos of
human sexuality (an argument he develops fairly fully in chp 5). Male domination of women

is also the result of the fall. It is thus both same sex relationships and oppressive gender

relationships that will disappear at the eschaton - for then the purpose of creation will be fully

realized.

Yoder suggests another outflow from an eschatological orientation in ethics when he reminds

us that "the limits our moral systems impose on our moral possibilities need not be the last

word."r50 Elsewhere Yoder has cautioned that what he calls "methodologismo'distorts the

nature of knowledge by artificially attempting to fit it within coherent structures. He cautions

that it limits our ability to deal with God's freedom. Like Grenz, Yoder is seeking for an

alternative to foundationalism in both ethics and theolory, but has been more successful in

allowing eschatolory to provide a tentative rather than restricting voice.r5r Rather than a

'ot Grenz and Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,239.
rae 

Haas: 506.
tto John Howard Yoder, "Ethics and Eschatol og," Ex Auditu 6 (1990): 126.
ttt John Howard Yoder, "Walk and Word: The Alternatives to Methodologism," in Theologt without
Foundations, ed. Stanley Hauerwas (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994).
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strident appeal to eschatological realism, this approach allows for an element of

eschatological surprise, and thus calls for humility and provisionality in devising all ethical

systems.

7.5 FOUR EVALUATM QUESTTONS

The opening chapter of this thesis suggests that the proposition "that Stanley Grenz'

theological method effectively revisions evangelical theology" be tested against four

questions:

1) Does Grenz' method make an original contribution to evangelical theological

construction?

2) Is Grenz' theological method coherent and credible?

3) Does Grenz' method genuinely revisian evmtgelical theologt?

4) Is Grenz' method ffictive in revisioning evangelical theology?

We will systematically pose these questions in relation to Welcoming but Not Affirming to see

if the thesis proposition can be supported.

7.5.1 Does Grenz' method as applied inWelcoming but Not Afrirming make an original

contribution to evangelical theological construction?

While Welcoming but Not Afirminghasproved to be a popular work amongst evangelicals,rs2

its conclusions are not original. It could be seen as a contemporary apologetic for the

traditional evangelical opposition to any form of same sex genital sexual encounter. It

upholds traditional interpretations of biblical texts that have been the main motivators for the

opposition by evangelicals to all homosexual acts, though it does add to these an exploration

of aspects of the church's tradition, as well as a limited interaction with some contemporary

cultural perspectives.

It could be argued that the motivation for Grenz' opposition to all homosexual acts includes

aspects that are novel for evangelicals. Welcoming but Not Afirming is an elaboration of the

argument against homosexuality that Grenz makes inhis Sexual Ethics.tss In it Grenz

suggests that while Christian responses to homosexuality tend to fall into one of four

categories, namely that they are either intrinsically evil, essentially imperfect, to be evaluated

ttt lt was awarded eleventh place in the Christianity Today 1999 Book Awards.

't' Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective.
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in terms of their relational significance, or that they are good and natural,r5a his approach

leads to a different outcome.ls5 He then attempts to validate his claim by restating the reasons

behind his opposition, but it is hard to see why Grenz feels he does not fit into Kosnik's

categoryr56 of those who believe that homosexual acts are essentially imperfect.rsT

One way of assessing originality would be to compare Gretu' work to some of the older

evangelical discussions on homosexuality. As Johnson explores the same four categories of

response that Grenz outlines, his chapter on homosexuality in Evangelicals at an Impasse

provides an interesting comparative source, especially as Johnson is careful not to take a

personal stance but simply to outline the debate amongst evangelicals as it existed in the

1970s.r58 Johnson proposes that evangelicals have reached an impasse on the question of an

ethical response to homosexuality due to the unresolved question of the influence that

contemporary culture should play in theological construction and in formulating ethical

responses.

While the names of the theologians involved in the debate have changed in the two decades

that separate Johnson's work and Grenz', what is most striking is how similar the content of

the debate has remained. If Johnson's work is to be seen as representative of the work

undertaken by evangelicals in the 1970s, the only area that Grenz seems to have explored a

little more fully is that of the church's traditional responses to homosexuality. It is therefore

not possible to conclude that Grenz' method has led to an original contribution being made to

this debate.

7.5.2 Is Grenz' theological method, as applied in Welcoming but Not AfJirmfzg, coherent

and credible?

Grenz' study of homosexuality is largely undertaken from an integrated theological

perspective. The disciplines of biblical studies, church history, Christian ethics and theology

interact together in a manner that reflects solid theological integration. A muted voice in the

theological interplay is that of pastoral theology, a notable omission given the very personal

nature of the issue explored. While it is true that Grenz does spend time reflecting on the

t5o These are the categories discussed in Anthony Kosnih Human Sewality: New Directions in
American Catholic Thought (New York: Paulist, 1977),200-209.tt' Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective,237.
ttu Ibid., 237-240.
ttt Grenz, l3l-l3z,outlines a similar categorizationin Welcoming But Not Affirming, but this time
works from Nelson's taxonomy. James B. Nelson, Embodiment (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1978), 188-
r99.
r58 Johnston, I l3-145.
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church's need to be a welcoming community, he consistently writes from an institutional

perspective. He seems unable to script the perspective of the "other," a key ingredient inany

pastorally sensitive and responsive work.

Another marginalised voice is the missiological one. While the text has been written in

response to the growing public clamour for a reassessment of possible ethical responses to

homosexuality, other than for writing with a sympathetic tone, concessions are not made.

Grenz believes this to be appropriate when it comes to homosexuality, and thereby

demonstrates that while he allows for a trio of conversation partners in theological

construction, eulture's voice is the softest.

Absent from Welcoming but Not Affirming is any clear elaboration of the meaning of

pneumatological mediation in ethical construction. Grenz' conclusions are unambiguous, and

other than for the believing community being left scope for discerning the manner of its

welcoming but not affirming receipt of people with a homosexual orientation, subjectivity

plays no part.

The particular voice assigned to culture seems to be limited to that of having raised the

question. As homosexuality is not a major biblical theme, nor a major refrain in the church's

tradition, the reason for the exploration seems to flow directly from the insistence within

Western culture that issues related to homosexuality be re-examined. The sourcing of topics

for theological investigation from contemporary issues is only a small step removed from

Tillich's more existentiallv driven method of correlation.l5e

Welcoming but Not Affirmzg helps to clarifr the way Grenz envisions the three theological

sources interacting in theological construction. As this is not always clear in Beyond

Foundationalism, which oscillates between acknowledging a hierarchy between conversation

partners and denying the need to pit the one against the othern the clarification is important.

While Grenz speaks of three sources for theology, Welcoming but Not Affirm l'ng makes clear

that for Grenz the Bible is the primary source for theological construction, tradition and

culture serving, at best, as secondary sources. As was noted when we applied the comparable

question in chapters five and six of this research, Grenz' method therefore probably should be

seen to represent a chastened form of foundationalism.

rse Paul Tillich, Systematic Theologt,3 vols., vol. I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, l95l), 60-
65.
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Grenz assigns a modest role to his focal motifs in Welcoming but Not ffirmizg. However, as

I have explored Grenz' motifs I have attempted to show how they can be utilized to support

either a conservative or a more daring agenda. While tn Welcoming but Not Afirming Grenz'

choices are consistently conservative, there is no obvious reason for them to be so. All three

of his focal motifs can be used to support a pro-gay position. Adding content to sources and

motifs involves hermeneutical decisions.

In his largely affirming evaluation of Hauerwas's With the Grain of the Universeo'60 Grenz

writes,

Contrary to what many theologians assumed in the wake of the
Enlightenment, there is no epistemic standpoint external to the practice of
faith by appeal to which the truth of Christian convictions can be assessed. ln
such a situation, the truth of Christianity can only be 'established' in a
seemingly circular manner. This occurs through the faithfulness of the church
(in the form of Christian witnesses) in living out those convictions...16r

The observation is valid, but leaves one to question why Grenz does not more readily

acknowledge that the'oepistemic standpoint" from which he has approached this topic has

been fashioned by the interpretive grid provided by the evangelical community in which he

has been shaped. For his theology to communicate with a postmodern era it will need to pay

greater heed to the shifting cultural voices. Clearly we must allow for a certain dialectical

tension between evangelical theolory and contemporary culture, bat Welcoming but Not

Afirming gives the impression that the interaction has been purely between theologian and

believing community. From the epistemic standpoint of the average postrnodern, Grenz'

views are likely to be bewildering. If Grenz' retort is that ultimately biblical rather than

cultural concerns should reign, one has to push back and ask why he then considers culture to

be a source for theolory or why he feels his approach is postfoundationalist. While culture is

allowed to raise questions, its insights do not genuinely source Grenz' conclusions. Culture

might help shape the direction of the discussion, but ultimately Grenz' preoccupation is with

the answer provided by the Bible. This is therefore a form of foundationalism, albeit a

ohastened foundationalism.

160 Stanley Hauerwas, With the Grain of the (Jniverse: The Church's Witness and Natural Theologt
(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2001).
tut Stanley J. Grenz, "Stanley Hauerwas, the Grain of the Universe, and the Most Natural'Natural
Theolory," ScottishJournal of Theologt 56, no.3 (2003): 386.
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7.5.3 Does Grenz' method, as reflected inWelcoming but NotAffirml'zg' genuinely

revision evangelical theology?

We have already demonstratedthat Welcoming but Not Affirming does not revision

evangelical attitudes to homosexuality, but rather encourages retention of the status quo. This

does not mean that other aspects of Grenz' project do not demonstrate genuine revisioning,l62

but simply that in this particular test case, no significant revisioning is present.

Though no new ethical conclusions flow from Welcoming but Not Afirming, as our focus is

on Grenz' theological method rather than on his attitude to homosexuality, we need to ask if
his method (as opposed to his conclusions), has birthed a revisioned version of

evangelicalism. We have noted that while Grenz has paid significant attention to the

theological sources of scripture and tradition, he has allowed culture a limited voice. ln

addition, by limiting the range of images allowed to flow from his focal motifs, he has

restricted the possibilities inherent in his method. Instead of the certainty linked to

eschatological orienting, he could have focused on eschatological humility and tentativeness

('Now we see but a poor reflection... then we shall see face to face').163 While this is not to

suggest that no ethical statements can be made with certainty, it is to suggest that tlre issues

surrounding homosexuality are sufficiently complex for a more provisional approach to have

been appropriate. Likewise, the integrating motif of community could have explored the

richness that minority preferences can bring to community, while the structuring motif of the

Trinity could have seen Grenz take more seriously the shortcomings of having to face life

alone.l6a

As regards continuity and discontinuity with traditional evangelicalism, lines of continuity are

far more apparent than are lines of discontinuity. The discussion of contemporary issues, such

as the legal status of same-sex unions supplemented with just a hint at the debate around the

desirability of gay couples being allowed to adopt children, simply reflects the shifting nature

162 By contrast, Grenz' presentation of the complementarian position in the debate amongst
evangelicals on gender relationships, and more particularly, the question of the ordination of women,
does reflect a genuine revisioning that flows directly from his motifs of Trinity, community and
eschatology. Grenz, "Anticipating God's New Community: Theological Foundations for Women in
Ministrv."
t63 I Corinthians 13:12 The Hotv Bible: New International Version.
t* Grenz would argue that he has answered this. He is clear that people with a homosexual orientation
are to be fully welcomed into the community of faith, and thereby end the aloneness that is the lot of
those who are not communally connected. He is even supportive of same sex friendship bonds, and so

long as no sexual union results, is willing to go so far as to suggest that "the biblical writers celebrate

the loyalty and devotion that can arise between two people of the same sex." Grenz, Welcoming but Not
Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosqcuality, 139.
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of the debate, rather than actually making an original contribution to it.r6s This does not

necessarily reflect a flaw within Grenz' method. If he had allowed culture a louder voice (and

his method suggests that he should have), it is probable that his conclusions would have been

discontinuous with traditional evangelical voices on several points. However, as this is not an

area that Grenz felt needed to be revisioned, he has listened to his own sources selectively.r66

Given the creative possibilities inherent in his method, we should not therefore conclude that

Grenzo method cannot revision evangelical theolory, but rather that in this instance it has

failed to do so.

7.5.4 Is Grenz' method, as applied in lYelcoming but Not Affirmrhg, effective in

revisioning evangelical theology?

If by effective we mean that Grenz has effectively revisioned an evangelical response to

homosexuality, the material covered allows us to offer a negative to any such suggestion. If,

however, we mean that Grenz' work is likely to win the approval and support of the majority

of evangelicals, our assessment can be more positive. A solid conclusion would be that

Welcoming but Not Affirming is areassuring work rather than a work of ethical revisioning.

As it does not challenge the evangelical status quo on this issue, it is not a work of effective

revisioning.

Although not supportive of our thesis proposition "that Stanley Grenzo theological method

effectively revisions evangelical theolory," in itself, it does not disprove the thesis. Grenz

does not suggest that all areas ofevangelical theolory are in need ofrevisioning. Rather than

a revisioning of the content of evangelical theology, his concern is often for the ethos of the

movement. If this is the major concern, Welcoming but Not Affirming is a modest

contribution. However, while the tone is more generous than that sometimes adopted in

evangelical texts, it is not unique. The tone of Alex Davidson's The Returns of Love, Lewis

Smedes' Sexfor Christians and John White's Eros Defled,eachwritten from an evangelical

165 lbid., I50-r52.
'uu On" could compare Grenz' anitude to homosexual practice to his attitude to divorce. Whilst the
biblical material on divorce is capable of a highly restrictive reading, Grenz, like most evangelicals,
places his stress on biblical themes such as grace. As such, he is open to divorced people remarrying
and serving in any office (for which they are appropriately gifted) within the church. Generally,
evangelicals have been willing to heed the cultural voice when they have assessed their response to
divorce. Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective, ll7-145.
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perspective in the 1970s, are as empathetic as that adopted by Grenz.r67 An empathetic tone is

therefore not enough to justiff the conclusion of revisioning in this area.

7.6 CONCLUSION

Our thesis proposition is "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions

evangelical theology." As this chapter has explored the usefulness of Grenz' method in

establishing an ethical response to homosexuality appropriate for a postrnodern era, a certain

irony has become increasingly apparent. Grenz has provided a response that is likely to win

warrn approval from evangelicals, but he has done so at the cost ofthe consistent

implementation of his theological method. There is nothing in his response to suggest that on

this issue he has moved beyond a chastened form of foundationalism. He utilizes the insights

of tradition, culture, Trinity, community and eschatology when, and only when, they support

the foundational pillar of scripture. Pneumatological mediation is not seriously entertained.

Grenz' conclusions are consequently pedestrian and little more than a charitable restatement

of what evangelicals have always stated.

While it might well be that Grenz' conclusions are appropriate for a revisioned evangelical

theology,r6E they do not automatically flow from a consistent application of his method. It is

not that his method is not capable of being applied differently, but that in this instance he has

opted for a conservative application of his method.

In summary form, the answers to our four questions are:

Does Grenz' method as applied inWelcoming but Not Afirmingmake an original

contribution to evangelical theological construction? It is not possible to conclude

that Grenz' method hos led to an original contribution being made to this debate.

Is Grenzo theological method, as applied in Welcoming but Not Affirming, coherent

and credible? Yes, if his goal is to adopt a chastenedfoundationalism. However, the

slogan "beyondfoundationalism" implies a desire to movefurther than this.

Does Grenz' method, as reflected inWelcoming but Not Affirming, genuinely revision

evangelical theology? His method has creative possibilities, but in this instance fails
to produce any.

tut Alex Davidson, The Returns of Love: A Contemporary Christian View of Homosexualf4r (Downers
Grove: IVP, l97l), Lewis Smedes, Sexfor Christians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), John White,
Eros Defiled: The Christian and Sexual Srn (Downers Grove: lVP, 1977).
tut It is not within the brief of this research to suggest what an appropriate evangelical response to
homosexuality should be.

r)

2^)

3)
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4) Is Grenz' method, as applied in Welcoming but Not Affirmlrg, effective in revisioning

evangelicaltheology? His method, as applied in this instance, is likely to reassure

evangelicals, rather lhan to genuinely revision their stance.

These conclusions are used to draw up the table offindings in chapter 8.1.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

BEYOhID GRENZ: TOWARDS A GEIYTINELY REVISIONED EVANGELICAL

TIIEOLOGY

Evangelical theologt must take seriously the poetic as a mode of theological
exploration and engagement, alongside and interwoven with the conceptual
and the empirical... - Trevor Hartr

S.l INTRODUCTION

The findings of the previous chapters place us in a position to more rigorously test the

research proposition "that Stanley Grenz' theological method effectively revisions evangelical

theology." While Grenz' sources for theolory, linked with his motifs and undergirded by

pneumatological mediation communally discemed, provide considerable impetus towards the

revisioning of evangelical theology, asking the four evaluative questions at the end of each of

chapters four to seven leads to mixed results in assessing the validity of the thesis proposition.

Many of the conclusions fall into the category of ']es, but with reservations'o or "yes, but

only in a minor way." On one occasion the conclusion is that while his method has creative

possibilities, in the trial case it fails to produce any.2 The table below briefly summarizes the

outcome of asking each of the evaluative questions at the end of chapters fourto seven. While

the tabulation of the results is of necessity reductionist, it establishes that while the trend is

towards the affirmation of the thesis proposition, there is reserve about affirming it

wholeheartedly.

t Trevor Hart, "lmagining Evangelical Theology," in Evangelical Futures: A Conversation on
Theological Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 199.
' The trial was of Stanley J. Grenz, Ilelcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to
Homosexuality (Louisville: Westninster John Knox Press, 1998).
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Table l: Summary of findings from four evaluative questions

Chp 4, Source:
Scripture

Chp 5, Sources:
Tradition and
Culture

Chp 6, Motifs:
Trinity,
Community
and
Eschatolosv

Chp 7, Trial
Case:
Welcoming but
Not Allirming

Does Grenzt
method make
an original
contribution to
evangelical
theological
construction?

Yes. A minor
contribution.
While initially
Grenz'model
seems radical,
when the
qualifications he
atiaches to the
use of tradition
and culture are
factored in, the
model is less
orisinal.

Yes, within the
evangelical
context.

It is not possible
to conclude that
Grenzo method
has led to an
original
contribution
being made to
this debate.

Is Grenz'
theological
method
coherent and
credible?

Yes, though
with minor
reservations.

Yes, though
Grenz'model
represents a
chastened
foundationalism
rather than a
postfoundational
method.

Yes, though
Grenz'model
represents a
chastened
foundationalism
rather than a
postfoundational
method.

Yes, if his goal
is to adopt a
chastened
foundationalism.
However, the
slogan "beyond
foundationalism"
implies a desire
to move further
than this.

Does Grenzt
method
genuinely
revision
evangelical
theologt?

Yes, it is both
sufficiently
continuous
while also
suggesting a
refocus on some
underdeveloped
areas.

Yes, a modest
contribution.

Yes, while
noting a concern
at the absence of
a motif pointing
to the cross and
conversion.

His method has
creative
possibilities, but
in this instance
fails to produce
any.

Is Grenz'
method
effective in
revisioning
evangelical
theology?

Yes, for certain
sectors of
evangelicalism,
especially
postconservative
evangelicals,
younger
evangelicals and
Pentecostal
evangelicals.
Yes for certain
sectors does
however imply
no for others.

Almost.If he
were to
redesignate
tradition and
culture as
resources or
formative
factors for
theological
construction, it
is likely that the
answer could be

affrrmative.

It is likely to be
effective for
younger
evangelicals,
though
traditional
evangelicals
may question
the absence of
clear
soteriological
images.

His method, as

applied in this
instance, is
likely to reassure
evangelicals
rather than to
genuinely
revision their
stance.
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In this chapter I explore ways in which this qualified or modest affirmation of the research

proposition can be strengthened, so that a more genuinely revisioned evangelical theology

results. My intention is not to produce an alternative to Grenz' model, but rather to

complement it. The result is therefore not discontinuous with Grenz' approach and remains

strongly Grenziano though it does attempt to move beyond Grenz. The question that shapes

this chapter is simply: "What additions, modifications or clarifications to Grenz' method are

needed to result in a positive revisioning of evangelical theology?,,

This is supplemented with a second question relevant both to Grenz and all evangelical

theologians: o'Does the context in which evangelical theologians operate make the revisioning

of evangelical theolory possible, and if not, what changes are needed to make it possible?"

8.2 QUESTTON Or\IE

Our first key question is: "What additions, modifications or clarifications to Grenzo method

are needed to result in a positive revisioning of evangelical theolory?" My contention is that

Grenz' model needs to be supplemented by two additions, first the adoption of the controt

belief that the gospel liberates and second the addition of the cross as theology's gathering

motif. These two proposals are discussed below.

8.2.1 Proposal One: Adopt the ControlBlelief the Gospel Liberates

8.2-1.1 Rationale for adoptingthe gospel liberates as a contror berief

In spite of Grenzo proposal to adopt three sources for theological construction, examination of
his method reveals that while scripture seryes as a source, both tradition and culture operate

as "formative factors"3 rather than as genuine sources. Put differently, scripfure is seen as a

source with authority,a while tradition and culture are sources of information or resources.

Thus in examining the application of Grenz' method inWelcoming but Not Affirming it
becomes clear that while Grenz is willing to interact with the insights of church tradition and

' To use Macquarie's term and explanation. John Macquani e, Principles of Christian Theologt,
Revised ed. (London: SCM, 1977),4-I8.
' Previously evangelicals have been willing to appeal to sources of authority. Martyn Lloyd-Jones' text
Authority has been influential in evangelical circles. However the postmodern turn has sjen a flight
from authority. Van Huyssteen notes the postmodern "resistance to any form of authoritarian (also
epistemological) domination." While this perhaps explains Grenz' reluctance to acknowledge that he
ascribes authority to scripture but not to tradition or culture, it leads to confusion as to the riatur of
each of his sources for theological construction. D.Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Authority (London: IVp,
1958)' J. Wentzel Van Huyssteen, Essays in Postfoundationalist Theologt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1997\,75.
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culture, their conhibutions are assessed on the basis of their perceived fidelity to scripture. As

the reverse is not true (i.e., the validity of seripture's contribution is not determined by it

corresponding to the insights of the church's tradition or culture), it is hard to justifr Grenz'

belief that this is not a form of foundationalism.

While it is clear that Grenz desires to move beyond a crass foundationalism (where only what

the Bible says is of any relevance), he has not given sufficient attention to the manner in

which the conversation between scripture, tradition and culture should be undertaken. A more

nuanced approach would provide some guidelines on how to decide the appropriate "volume"

for each conversation partner. Volume might well be related to the topic under investigation.

Thus, for example, while Grenz significantly restricts culture's voice in his investigation of

homosexuality, one would have imagined that as the coverage of the topic in both scripture

and church hadition is cursory in comparison to the intense investigation of homosexuality

undertaken by the social sciences over the last twenty years, the reverse should have been the

case. lf a genuinely postfoundational method were being used, this would be a topic on which

culture (in the form of the social sciences) would have a significant (though not exclusive)

voice.

A further problem is that the lack of clarity on the way in which the conversation partners are

to interact sometimes leads to the adoption of circular arguments. For example, we decide on

the validity of the interpretation of a passage of scripture on the basis of the churchos

traditional interpretation of the text, but we critique the validity of the tradition on the basis of

scripture.

lf Grenz' method is to move beyond the soft (or chastened) foundationalism he embraces,

clarification of the rules for the conversation between the sources of theology is needed.

While a genuinely postfoundational method is likely to keep its rules to the minimum, those

that are adopted should be articulated, to ensure transparency.

Nicholas Wolterstorff s concept of "control beliefs" is useful at this point.s Wolterstorffnotes

that certain beliefs, be they religious, philosophical, biblical or other, exercise "control" over

what can and will be believed. He writeso "Everyone who weighs a theory has certain beliefs

as to what constitutes an acceptable sort of theory on the matter under consideration. We all

5 
See, Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reasonwithin the Bounds of Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976).

The title of Wolterstorff s work is intentionally contra Kant. Immanuel Kant, Religionwithin the Limits
of Reason Alone,trans. Theodore M. Greene and Hoyt H. Hudson (New York: Harper and Row, 1960).
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have these control beliefs."6 Control beliefs lead us to reject certain sorts of theories, while

they are also instrumental in the theories we devise. He notes, "We want theories that are

consistent with our control beliefs. Or, to put it more stringently, we want theories that

comport as well as possible with those beliefs."T Rather than attempt to eliminate control

beliefs, Wolterstorffargues that they should be acknowledged and embraced. Thus he

suggests that in theology "the belief-content of the theologian's authentic commitment ought

all the while to be functioning also as control over his theory-devising and theory-weighing."8

Using Wolterstorff, we can ask what conhol belief should be adopted to help adudicate

between the differing sources available for theological construction. Examination of Grenz

reveals that his control belief is that all theories need to be evaluated in the light of scripture.

To move this beyond foundationalism, he suggests that it is scripture in interactive

conversation with tradition and culture, but this soon leads to a circular argument.e

More helpful would be the adoption of a control belief that is allowed to act as a lens through

which the contribution of all sources of theological construction is filtered. Attempting to

adopt scripture as both a control beliefand a source does not worko as a control beliefcannot

operate on the same level as a source unless only a single source is allowed. Grenzn attempt to

adopt scripture as one of three sources while at the same time assigning it the role of the

control belief,l0 is consequently flawed.

The logical question therefore becomes, "[s there a control belief that can be adopted that is

consistent with evangelicalism and which can effectively adjudicate between the differing

sources for theological construction?" My proposal is that evangelicalism taps into that which

it believes most deeply, namely that the gospel, the evangel, is, as the word literally means,

good news. This can be expressed in a number of different ways. Some slogans come to

mind: "[t isn't the gospel if it isn't good news." Or Grenz' own contribution "participating in

what frees."rr A suitable synthesis is the gospel liberates.

6 Wolterstorf{ 63.
' Ibid.,64.
E rbid.,8z.
e For example: Which reading of scripture? That which is appropriate for the embedded cultural
context. But which cultural context? That which is consistent with scripture...
r0 Grenz' expression is "the norming norm." Stanley J. Grenz and JohnR Franke, Beyond
Foandationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2001), 57-92.
rr He uses the expression in an article with the same title and which suggests that the truth of the gospel
is ultimately that which frees and liberates. Stanley J. Grenz, "Participating in What Frees: The
Concept of Truth in the Postrnodern Context," Review and Expositor 100, no. Fall (2003).
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An objection needs to be considered at this point. Is the adoption of a control belief simply

another name for foundationalism? While the question cannot be lightly dismissed, I would

argue that in this instanceo it is not. A highly specific and restrictive conffol belief could be

seen as an alternate name for an indisputable foundation, but in this case the control belief

adopted is that the gospel liberates. While this could be interpreted as a propositional

statement (the truth of which needs to be defended), it is better to view it as a statement

encapsulating an ethos and projecting a vision. The filtering is on the basis of this broad and

expansive ideal. Its edges are soft, and allow for the incorporation of new and fresh insights.

Rather than a foundation from which all other insights flow, the control belief the gospel

liberates is enriched and deepened by its interaction with sources for theological construction

such as scripture, tradition and culture.

The adoption of the gospel liberates as the control belief needs further explanation. At the

finest moments in their history, evangelicals have been at the forefront of meaningful social

change. Evangelicals readily attribute the abolition of slavery to the evangelical convictions

of William Wilberforce and the support he gleaned from the evangelical Clapham sect.

Likewise they attribute measures to protect children, the promotion of religious liberty, and

the establishment of multiple humanitarian and educational programmes to those who were

motivated by a vision of Christian faith that had been forged within the evangelical camp.r2

An undergirding belief was that the gospel liberates those who respond to it, and that this

liberation finds expression both in the present moment and throughout eternity.

There is also a shadow side. Sectors of evangelicalism have been supportive of a right wing

agenda, whic.h has revealed itself in, sometimes tacit but sometimes obvious, support of

racism, sexism, homophobia, militarism, ecological and economic exploitation as well as

cultural insensitivity.r3 Whilst evangelicals tend to shift the blame for these associations to

fundamentalism rather than evangelicalism, this optimistic reading of their own history is

unwarranted.

Adopting Smith's expression "the great reversal," in his book of that title Moberg argues that

while the historic trajectory of evangelicalism follows a liberating and socially committed

l? For a partisan account not limited to the role played by evangelicals, but providing a useful overview
of the way evangelicals understand their own contribution, see Alvin J. Schmidt, Under the In/luence:
How Christianity Transformed Culture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001).
t' Jim Wallis laments, "Evangelicals in this century have a history of going along with the culture on
the big issues and taking their stand on the smaller issues. That has been one of the serious problems of
evangelical religion. Today, many evangelicals no longer just acquiesce to the culture on the larger
economic and political issues, but actively promote the culture's worst values on these matters." Jim
Wallis, The Call to Conversio,r (Herts: Lion, l98l), 25.
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path, controversy between fundamentalists and modernists in the first part of the twentieth

cenfury saw a divide between evangelism and social concern.l4 Evangelicals such as Ron

Sider and John Stott have made similar observations.tt The Lausanne Congress of 1974,16

often cited as a watershed conference for evangelicalism, stressed the close relationship

between the gospel and social concern. It aftempted to redress an imbalance that was

perceived to have entered the evangelical arena.rT

Evangelicalism's inconsistent track record in the social arena is reflective of an under

developed theological method. Williams suggests a possible reason when he writeso

But it remains that the word evangelical in practice, if not in principle, has a
polemical definition whether we think in terms of the Protestant Reformation
or modern evangelical-liberal differences. This means we have often
concentrated our thoughts on what makes us distinctive. And this has
frequently, though not always, resulted in attending more to dogmatic than to
moral theology or, if you prefer, doctrine rather than ethics.r8

Whilst evangelicals usually cite biblical references to justiff doctrinal and ethical stances, the

lens or grid which drives the selection of the supporting biblical material is rarely

acknowledged or examined. Acknowledging and privileging the control belief the gospel

Iiberates as the lens through which all assertions are filtered would result in a transparent and

consistent method. In suggesting the gospel liberates as the control belief, I am siding with

McClendon's insistence that theology and ethics (and the morality that flows from it) cannot

be divorced. McClendon goes further and suggests that "ethics comes first.oore A critiquing

lens calls for accountability for the morality that inevitably flows from all theological

construction. While the conhol belief ultimately critiques what is proposed, the lens adopted

shapes construction at all stages.

tn Moberg credits the expression "the great reversal" to Timothy L. Smith. David O. Moberg, The
Great Reversal: Evangelism Versus Social Concern (London: Scripture Union, 1972), ll.
" See Ronald J. Sider, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger: A Biblical Stua! (London: Hodder and
Stoughton, 1977), John Stott, lsseres Facing Christians Today (Hants: Marshalls, 1984).
'" Usually abbreviated to this title, but strictly "The International Congress of World Evangelization"
held in Lausanne, Switzerland, July l6-25, 1974.It is best know for the resulting "Lausanne
Covenant."
It Clause 5 of the Covenant, on Christian social responsibility, expresses "penitence both for our
neglect and for sometimes having regarded evangelism and social action as mutually exclusive." For
the Covenant and a full discussion of it, see C. Ren€ Padilla, ed., The New Face of Evangelicalism: An
International Symposium on the Lausanne Covenant (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1976).
r8 Stephen Williams, "The Theological Task and Theological Method: Penitence, Parasitism, and
Prophecy," tn Evangelical Futures: A Conversation on Theological Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 173.
tt James Wm McClendon Jr., Ethics: Systematic Theologt,3 vols., vol. I (Nashville: Abingdon, 1986),
41.
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Grenz comes closest to suggesting a control belief in The Moral Quest when he proposes

comprehensive love as the content of the Christian ethic.2o However he does not go so far as

to suggest that theological construction should be critiqued in the light of comprehensive

love. It would only have required him to take a small step to do so. While it would be possible

to adopt comprehensive love as a control belief, the gospel liberates provides greater focus

than comprehensive love, which sounds a little too general.

What does it mean to say the gospel liberates?

The expression should not be confused with Liberation Theology,2r which at best has met

with lukewarm approval by evangelicals, and at worst, has been dismissed as being sub-

biblical and driven by sub-Christian ideologies.2z A particular concern has been that

Liberation Theology inverts the order of theological construction, allowing the concrete

situation to so dominate that the insights of biblical revelation become subservient to the

demands of the present.

While a precise definition of the gospel liberates would be counter to the desire to produce a

postfoundationalist theolory, and some openness must remain to enable the insights of
scripture, tradition and culture to continue to shape the understanding of the expression,

several biblical motifs can be coupled with insights from the church's tradition and

contemporary culture to indicate the likely direction in which this control belief will evolve.

Jesus' claim that he came to enable people to enjoy life in all its fullness23 and his promise

that if he sets us free, we will be free indeed,2a are pivotal sentiments. When evaluated against

the backdrop of his healing ministry, his challenge to the religious status quo of his day, his

proclamations of forgiveness, his teaching and his multiple acts of compassion, they help to

shape our understanding of his incarnation. The meaning of the incarnation comes into even

sharper focus when intelpreted in the light of his crucifixion and resurrection. A focus on the

crucifixion prevents a one-sided presentation of the human condition. It reminds us of the

to 
Stanley J. Grenz, The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics (Downers Grove: lnter Varsity

Press, 1997),276-297.
tt The expression has broadened over the years to embrace a wide variety of theologies, including,
amongst others, black theolory (both from the North American and South African iontexttl, Latin
American theologies, Western European theologies of hope, feminist theolory and gay theology. Each
has its distinguishing features, but share in common the identification of a situationof human
pppression to which the gospel speaks a liberating word.
" For a mediating response, see J. Andrew Kirk, Theologt Encounters Revolution (Downers Grove:
IVP, 1980).
t'John lo:lo
to John 8:36
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reality of human depravity, pain and bondage. The sinless Christ becomes the crucified one.

While we should not rush too quickly from crucifixion to resurrection,2s the resurrection is the

prime sign of liberation. The chains of death are broken. The gospel liberates . . .

This Christological focus helps to ensure that when we say the gospel liberates it is the gospel

that shapes our understanding of liberation. In other words, liberation is not a stand-alone

concept, but one that must be interpreted in the light of the gospel.

The history of the church further enriches our understanding of what the expression means.

After two thousand years of church history, we now readily affirm those parts of our history

that fill us with pride, whilst simultaneously lamenting those era's that fill us with shame. We

enthuse over the multiple acts of compassion and mercy shown in our history. We shrink

from the Crusades, the Inquisition and our complicity in the spread of Colonialism. As we

reflect on our history, the contours of what the gospel liberutes might mean come into sharper

focus. Equally, we recognise the need to denounce militaristic and oppressive interpretations

of the biblical text, and learn from the way some texts have been abused in the past.

Our culture also presses back to deepen our understanding. Thus, for example, whilst we can

affirm the Apostle Paul's courage in backing and supporting the return of the runaway slave

Onesimus,26 our culture rapidly reminds us that a more radical denouncement was required -
that of the repudiation of slavery altogether. In this instance our history gives us cause to

celebrate, reminding us that as a result of the leadership of evangelicals such as William

Wilberforce, this liberating path was eventually followed. Paul's tentative start was pushed to

its logical conclusion.

One of the pressing quests of our day is for an answer or answers to the question, "What does

it mean to be human?" Whilst theologians readily remind us that the answer is linked to an

understanding of what it means tobe imago Dei,the insights of the social sciences are helping

to accelerate our understanding of this concept. Grenz' The Social God and the Relational

Self is an excellent example of this interplay between theology, sociolory and psychol oW.27

Again, an understanding of what the gospel liberates means is deepened by this discussion.

How would adopting the control belief the gospel liberates work in practice?

25 Lest we lapse into a trite triumphalism.
'" See Philemon. The Holy Bible: New International Version, (International Bible Society, 1984).
" Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A-Trinitarian Theologt of tie Imag:o Dei,
The Matrix of christian Theologl (Louisville: westminster John Knox press, 2001).
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Each of Grenz' sources for theology is susceptible to the "which" question. Scripture is a

source for theolory, but which reading of scripture will be privileged? Tradition is a source

for theolory, but which tradition will be privileged? Culture is a source for theolory, but

which cultural voice or voices, will be privileged? Acknowledging a hermeneutical bias28

toward liberation helps answer these valid questions, and allows for a methodological

transparency that is otherwise missing.

It also helps to answer the question of the'totume" of the voice of each conversation partner

in theological construction. Privileging a hermeneutic of liberation allows shifting volumes

for each conversation partner, depending on the issue at stake. We are quick to respond (not

uncritically) to those voices that point in a liberating direction. Thus e.g. in ethical reflection

on homosexuality, the voice of culfure, and especially those cultural voices that are seriously

engaged in helping to understand sexual identity, should be allowed a strident voice. This is

not to attempt to mute the voice of scripture, but it is to be ready to acknowledge that this is

an ethical issue scripture deals with obliquely and fleetingly. On this issue, the cultural voice

alerts us to the subtlety of the debate in a way that scripture does not. Alerted to the subtte

innuendoes unpacked by culfure, the conversation is then able to deepen, as broader biblical

themes can be called into play to interact with the insights of the social sciences. The

conclusions should not be anticipated in advancg nor should they be fossilised. New insights

might lead to the conversation reaching a yet deeper level. Genuine conversation thus takes

place within a framework that can validly claim to be postfoundationalist.

8.2.l.2Implications of adopting the controlbelief the gosper liberates

While there are numerous potential implications from adopting the control belief the gospel

liberates,I will discuss the six that I consider to be the most pertinent.

The first is that if the gospel liberates,we allow the questions "why?" and .lvhy not?"

Dietrich BonhoefFer opens his Ethics with the memorable statement, "The knowledge of good

and evil seems to be the aim of all ethical reflection. The first task of Christian ethics is to

invalidate this knowledg".'ot' Bonhoeffer elaborates that at origin, humanity knew only God.

1t t u- using'obias" to help provide a range of descriptors. However, as bias has a pejorative tone, my
inclination is to opt for the more positive "privileging" or the more neutral, "prefeieice.,'However
described, the goal is to attain methodological transparency.
" Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics,trans. Neville Horton Smith (New York: Macmillan, 1965), 17.
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From the unity of that relationship, all else was known. Original sin saw humanity attempt to

acquire knowledge of good and evil outside of connectedness with God. The inference is that

an attempt to engage in ethics outside of a close relationship with God is flawed. Likewise,

the ethical task needs to be embarked upon from a position of humitity. Only God truly knows

the difference between good and evil. Humanity's effiorts to acquire such knowledge have

flowed from sinfulness.

Bonhoeffer's call should be heeded. While the desire to know the right ethical response in

each situation is understandable, ultimately the Bible points to the futility of all our efforts to

package and label and draw tidy conclusions. Tentativeness and humility should therefore be

key characteristics of the ethical quest. Tentativeness implies the willingness to examine and

critique one's own assumptions and practices.It suggests hesitancy about drawing lines too

firmly or inflexibly. It leads to a willingness to continue exploring and questioning.It allows

the questions "why?" and "why not?'o

If evangelicals are to be more than o'fundamentalists with better manners"30 the serious

questioning of evangelical assumptions needs to be allowed. Though Grenz does not suggest

reason as a source for theology, if evangelical theology is to transcend the fundamentalism

with which it is often associated, the role of reason and valid questioning should be affirmed.

In defending the use ofreason in "the threefold chord" ofscripture, tradition and reason in

Anglican thought and life, F.F.Bruce writes, "The wisdom of the Anglican emphasis on

reason is readily appreciated when one considers the possibilities that become actual when

Scripture is applied unreasonably or tradition is defended or rejected on irrational grounds."3r

This is not to be trapped in modernity, but to recognise that postmodernity is not the denial of
rationality, but rather recognises the limitations of rationality, where reason has a role, albeit

that it is no longer a definitive role.32 The postmodern shift may see evangelicals swing from

areas traditionally defended, such as the physical resurrection ofJesus or the historical

reliability of the Bible, to a serious questioning of evangelical ethics. Conservatism has

sometimes been the driver of evangelical ethics, with a default drive of suspicion against the

new. This has not always been the case, and evangelicals have made many constructive

'o Gary Dorrien, The Remaking of Evangelical Theologt (Louisville: Westminster John Knox press,
1998), l.
" Frederick F. Bruce, "Scripture in Relation to Tradition and Reason," in Scripture, Tradirion qnd
Reason: A Study in the Criteria of Christian Doctrine, ed. Benjamin Drewery and Richard J.
Bauckham @dinburgh: T.&T. Clark, 1988),36.
"" Grenz agrees, noting that "Contrary to what some commentators suggest, postmoderns have not
dismissed tmth." Grenz, "Participating in What Frees: The Concept of Truth in the postmodem
Context." 687.
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contributions towards social change. This aspect ofthe evangelical heritage needs to be

reclaimed. A genuinely revisioned evangelical theology will need to seriously engage the

shifting ethical focus of postmodernity, and acknowledge the appropriateness of a

deconstructionism that seeks to uncover the power holders behind each ethical stance. While

Grenz' ethical method as outlined in The Moral Quest shows promise and moves from a

deontological to a teleological orientation, his conclusions continue to steer towards the status

quo, leaving the impression that they represent little more than a gesture to the new, without

genuinely being open to serious re evaluation.33 A willingness to question established

practice, and to filter it through the control belief that the gospel liberates, could see

significant shifts being made.

A second implication of adopting the gospel liberates as a contol belief, is that an oppressive

hermeneutic is disallowed.

Amongst other things, disallowing an oppressive hermeneutic implies allowing for the

messiness inherent in many of the biblical texts. A hermeneutical choice needs to be made as

to whether such texts will be justified or if they will be treated as oppressive texts validly

recording the tragedy of our fallen and imperfect world, and not intended as paradigmatic

passages for the people of God.3a Rather than undermining the doctrine of the inspiration of
scripture, this deepens the concept, as God allows his people to be exposed to the depth of the

fallen and muddled world in which he works.

Martin lays down the gauntlet when he suggests, "any interpretation of scripfure that hurts

people, oppresses people, or destroys people cannot be the right interpretation, no matter how

traditional, historical, or exegetically respectable."3s It is a challenge that a genuinely

revisioned evangelical theology needs to be responsive to, and one that a theologr which

acknowledges a control belief that the gospel liberates, is in a position to face.36

t'Grenz, 
The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics.

'" I am not suggesting that any biblical passages are inherently oppressive, but that certain passages
have been interpreted in an oppressive manner. The trajectory ofscripture should be the focus, rather
than isolated passages.

" Dale Martin, "Arsenokoites and Malakos: Meanings and Consequences," in Biblical Ethics and
Homosexualiry: Listening to Scripture, ed. Robert L. Brawley (Louisville: Westminster/ John Knox,
1996), 13t.

'u Early in his career Grenz had recognised the danger of allowing theology to justiff exploitation when
he wrote, "No theology, therefore, regardless of how many Bible verses it quotes, can properly be
called 'biblical' which proclaims fragmentation rather than reconciliation, which relegates any segment
of humanity to second-class status in the church. It is tragic that Christian theolory continues to be
used to support discrimination and racism, sexism and patriarchy, practices which will be challenged in
increasing intensity in the future." Stanley J. Grenz, "A Theolory for the Future," Americqn Baptist
Quarterly 4, no. 3 (1985): 262-263.
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The concept of a control belief such as the gospel liberates finds support even in some

conservative quarters. Thus in spite of his work reaching relatively conservative and

traditional conclusions, Webb calls for a "redemptive,movement hermeneutic.''37 This would

be one that recognizes the dangers of a static hermeneutic that fails to recognize the "partially

realized ethic in the formation of Scripture."38 Thus e.g. he argues that in context, slavery

provided something of a social welfare network. "However, a redemptive-movement

hermeneutic argues that these good values need to be sustained through a non-embedded

framework if at all possible."3e

Some simple questions spring to mind once an oppressive hermeneutic is disallowed. For

example, evangelicals have often been supportive of the death penalty, but opposed to

euthanasia.ao Denying an oppressive hermeneutic would see the questions surrounding these

two issues being reframed. We might simply ask,"if the gospel liberates,why are we willing

to take life to punish, but not to bless?"al

A third implication of adopting the gospel liberates as a control belief is that it would allow

social evolution to deepen our insight. We may need to be willing to acknowledge that

Pauline, Petrine and Johannine perspectives may not be the last word on many issues.

Undoubtedly they serve as a fruitful springboard and usually brilliantly encapsulate the heart

of the issue at hand, but just as evangelicals allow for progressive revelation within scripture,

they should be open to the possibility of progressive social evolution through time.a2

3t William J. Webb, Slaves, Women and Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural
lSalysis (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 2001), 254.tt Ibid.. zss.

'n tbid.-
ao While not all evangelicals adopt the same stance on these issues, John Jefferson Davis is
representative of many. On euthanasia he writes, "The euthanasia mentality sees man as the lord of his
own life... Christians are to be shining lights... oflering to the dying not deadly poisons, but rather
neighbour love and hope of life eternal.oo On capital punishment he writes, "On balance, the Bible
favors the retention ofthe death penalty... The death penalty protects society from the hardened
murderer and is an appropriate and fitting punishment for the most heinous of crimes." John Jefferson
Davis, Evangelical Ethics: Issues Facing the Church Today,2nd ed. @hillipsburg: Presbyterian and
Refonned, 1993), 173, 188. Lewis Smedes is far more guarded in his assessment of capital punishment,
concluding "The Sixth Commandment surely inclines us against capital punishment. ihe p-erson who
assaults human life is, for all his guilt, still human. But there is evidence that capital punishment might
sometimes be society's only way to defend itself, or its people." Lewis Smedes, Mere Morality (Herts:
Lion, 1983), 132.
ot This is not an attempt to reduce the complexity of the debate surrounding these two (separate) issues
into a slogan, but is an anempt to show how reframing with a hermeneutic that self consciously
privileges the theme of liberation, helps establish a different starting point.-' This is part of the rationale behind Webb's call for a'onon-embedded framework." Webb. 255.
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Johnson argues that the world scripture imagines is simultaneously larger and smaller than the

ordinary world of human endeavour. It is largerps it imagines aworld which is contained by

God'khich makes it the biggest of all possible worlds" but it is smaller because the

particularity of its time and context places limitations upon what people could discuss or

contemplate.a3 Extending Johnson's thought, while the Pauline vision of a world where there

is neither male nor female, Jew nor Greek, slave nor free is both inspiring and undoubtedly

inspired,aa the outworking of that vision is better grasped in the larger world of the 2l$

century than it is in the oppressive context in which Paul lived and laboured. Contemporary

applications may be more creative and more true to the sentiment than Paul himself

envisioned.

It is this meaning which Pinnock calls for when he suggests that we search not just for the

past meaning of texts, but also for their future meanings. He writes,

... we need to cultivate an eye and an ear, not only for the meanings of
human authors in their various historical settings, but also for the directions
and trajectories that belong to the flow of God's historical redemptive
project. While making use of literary and historical scholarship, we are not
the prisoners of the textual past, but listen for the word of the Lord and watch
for the fulfilment of God's promises that are still outstanding.as

Later Pinnock writes, "The full significance of the Christian message was not actualized in

the life of the early Church. The need for Christians, individually and corporately, to grow as

hearers of the word of God remainso because interpretation is an unfinished task.'{6

Greru is aware of the work of Paul Ricoeur, whose work on textual intentionality is relevant

here.aT Ricoeur suggests that the meaning of a text does not lie behind it, but in front of it.as

The narrative text has a moulding role, with the meaning of the text being linked to the

possible worlds it can create. Approaching the text in this dynamic way unleashes the creative

potential inherent in the text. Grenz' appeal for an eschatological orientation has relevance

here. Liberation is ultimately an eschatological category, and we should ffeat as provisional

and tentative any policies or practices that we adopt along the way.

o' Luke Timothy Johnson, "Imagining the World Scripfure Imagines," tn Theologt and Scriptural
lVtagination, ed. L.Gregory Jones and James J. Buckley (oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 3-4.* In the classic evangelical sense of the word.
"' Clark H. Pinnoclq "Biblical Texts - Past and Future Meanings," Journal of the Evangelical
Theological Society 43, no. I (2000): 72.
ou lbid.: 73.
a' Grenzand Franke, Bqtond Foundationalism: Shaping Theologt in a Postmodern Context,74,76.
'" Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas
Christian University Press, 1976), 87.
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A fourth implication of adopting the gospel liberates as a control belief, is that it would result

in a transition from viewing truth as a static control mechanism to viewing truth as a

pneumatologically mediated concept.

While it is appropriate to summarize Grenz' method as being built around the sources of

scripture, hadition and culture, and focused around the motifs of Trinity, community and

eschatology, an equally key ingredient is that the sources and foci are pneumatologically

mediated. For all the subjectivity potentially inherent in this concept, it invites evangelical

theology to be open toward the hanscendent. Truth is not a static control concept, but is

spoken afresh into the changing scenarios of life. That is not to say that what is sinful in one

era is the route to blessedness in the next, but it is to recognise the interactive and creative

elements involved in discerning truth.

When supplemented with the gospel liberates as a control belief, the subjectivity is directed.

The community of faith serves as the arbiter of what constitutes a liberating hermeneutic. The

trio of provisos that we attach to discerning truth is that we supplement theology's sources of

scripture, hadition and culture with (1) communal and (2) pneumatologicalmediation, which

is (3) unlocked by the control beliefthat the gospel liberates.

A fifth implication of adopting the gospel liberates as the control belief through which all

theological construction is critiqued, is that it helps provide focus for the integrating motif of

community. On its own? cornmunity is a flexible concept. Oppressive communities can be

strongly communal. lndeed, the strength of rnany communities is linked to them being

communities of exclusion. They hold together because they deny entry to "others" who do not

meet the restrictive entry requirements. In times of warfare, the "othering of the enemy''is a

common practice, but more subtle "othering" often takes place. Religious communities are

not exempt from the practice. Evangelicalism's stress on the pivotal role played by

conversion often leads to a "them./us'o mentalitv.

Grenz attempts to limit this danger by linking the motifs of community, eschatology, and

Trinity. The triune God who heralds in the eschatological community, is the God who

liberates and invites us to participate in that which frees. While not all are part of the

Christian communiSr, the community intentionally structures itself as a community of
welcome and embrace. It gathers around the cross, which serves as a reminder that the

welcome is substantiated by the incarnated God who has sacrificed and suffered on our

behalf. This, however, is not a community who welcomes to exploit, but a community who
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welcomes to liberate. AII communal practices therefore need to be evaluated in the light of
their potential to liberate.

Allowing liberation to serve as a lens through which communal practice is critiqued provides

practical guidelines for ecclesiology. Bebbington cites activism as one of the leading

characteristics of evangelicalism. A key driver of the growth of the movement, it has a

potential shadowside. Bebbington mentions the 90-100 hours routinely worked by those in the

nineteenth century Wesleyan minisbry, and the consequent need to maintain a "Worn-Out

Ministers' Fu"d."4e The control belief that the gospel liberates helps to ensure that activism

does not degenerate into abuse.

A sixth implication of adopting the gospel liberates as a control belief, is that it empowers

eschatolory to encourage courageous dissent.

Grenz is well aware that evangelicals have often reduced eschatolory to little more tian an

ill-tempered debate over chronological time lines.so Whilst his own porhayal of eschatolory

operates at a different level, Grenz' eschatological orientation falls short of the possibilities

inherent in such an approach. Linking Grenz' stress on eschatological realism to Moltmann's

thelory of hope would enhance the potential of eschatolory to serve as a pointer of ultimate

liberation, and a motivator toward that vision. It is this potential that Moltmann stresses.sr For

Moltmann, hope provides the courage to live in the light of ultimate reality. By looking from

the future back to the present, we find the courage to anticipate future reality in the present. It
is this refrain that comes through inhis I'he Experiment Hope. At the end of the work he

approvingly quotes a verse from a poem of Ingeborg Bachmann,

The uniform of the day is patience
And its only decoration the pale star
ofhope over its heart...
It is awarded
for desertion,
for bravery in face of the friend,
for behaying all unworthy secrets

ae David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A Historyfrom the 1730s to the 1980s (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1989), l0-12.
'u See Stanley J. Grenz, The Millennial Maze: Sorting out Evangelical Options (Downers Grove: lnter
Varsrty Press, 1992), Stanley J. Grenz, "The Deeper Significance of the Millennium Debate,"
Southwestern Journal of Theolog 36, no. 2 (1994).
tt Grenz critiques Moltmann for adopting hope as an ontological given, claiming that he sees the
individual as being intrinsically hopeful. He argues that the approach represents a form of
anthropological foundationalism, concluding that "the anthropologically focused, foundationalist
approach reduces hope to wishfirl thinking." While there is some validity in Grenz' reservation, he
risks missing the wider arena that Moltmann's approach opens. Grenz and Franke, Beyond
Foundationalism: Shaping Theolog in a Postmodern Context,248.
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and the disregard of every command.s2

The prophetic potential of "the experiment hope" is clear in Moltmann. Although Grenz

affempts to transcend the individualism that often limits evangelicalism, his failure to embrace

the prophetic role of theology often sees his agenda driven by issues of micro rather than

macro ethics. He focuses on sexual ethics, but not on ecolory, social justice or economic

inequity. While his decision to focus on sexual ethics is acceptable, a revisioned theological

method needs to demonstrate that it can operate on a wider canvas. His eschatological

orientation is capable of articulating a theologl that is prophetic at a societal level, but it is

not a capacity he explores. The younger Grenz had indicated that this would be part of his

agenda.53 Perhaps if he had lived longer, he would have been able to deliver on his earlier

vision.

For a genuinely revisioned and socially relevant theolory, eschatology is best interpreted with

a method that adopts liberation as its control belief. [t ensures that the resulting theolory is

prophetic rather than escapist.

8.2.2 Proposal Two: Adopt the Cross as Theolory's Gathering Motif

The key question we are considering in 8.2 is "What additions, modifications or clarifications

to Grenz' method are needed to result in a positive revisioning of evangelical theology?" My

first proposal is to adoptthe gospel liberates as a control belief. The second is to add an

additional focal motif to Grenz' trio of Trinity, community and eschatolory, namely the cross

as theolory's gathering motif. If the motifs are ordered, I would suggest that this motif comes

frst.

8.2.2.1Rationale for adopting the cross as theology's gathering motif

Grenz believes that theologians should not see themselves apart from the community of faith

for which they theologize. While accepting a distinction between personal faith and theolory,

Grenz argues that theolory "is called forth by faith, as Christians seek to reflect on the reality

of faith."5a Theological construction should reflect that which is of first importance to the

t'Jurgen Moltmann, The Experiment Hope,trans. M. Douglas Meeks (London: SCM, 1975), 189-190.
" See Crenz, "A Theology for the Future."
to Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century
(Downers Grove: lnter Varsity Press, 1993), 81. Also, "the theologian... speaks from the perspective of
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community of faith. No symbol of the Christian faith is more widely recognised than the

cross. It is the sign around which the church through the ages has gathered. Evangelicals

believe that the cross refers to an actual and salvific event. They also believe that the

Clristian faith cannot be understood apart from the cross. John Stott reflects the conviction of
most evangelicals when he speaks of "the centrality of the cross."S'

By proposing that Grenz' model be extended by adopting the cross as theolory's gathering

motif I am arguing for the addition of a symbol or image that both helps to draw the
communify of faith togetheq and which holds Grenz' other three focal motifs together. Grenz
argues that theology needs to be for the community of God. But what brings the community
into existence and how is it held together? Evangelical piety insists that this is the result of
Christ's work on the cross. overlooking the cross as one of the focal motifs in theological

conshuction not only risks alienating the evangelical community for whom Grenz is

suggesting a revisioned theolory, but also neglects to answer the motivational question. When
asked why they would forsake all to follow Jesus, evangelicals have traditionally responded,

"because he loved me enough to die for me." Christian allegiance begins with the capture of
the heart. Assuming such commitment as a given is presumptuous, and overlooks the

crucicentrism that has traditionally been central to evangelical theolory. It also robs

theological construction of one of its richest motifs.

Grenz does not ignore the cross. At times he attaches a broad and inclusive significance to it.
He links it to the creating of community, painting community in expansive terms when he

writes,

Jesus died to purchase our redemption and bring us to God. These images
come together in the metaphor of interpersonal relationships. Jesus diea in
order that we who were enemies to creation, to each other,and above all to
God might enjoy reconciliation and fellowship - that is, oocommunity."ru

In spite of the significance Grenz attaches to the cross in passages such as this, taken as a

whole, the cross is not a dominant theme in his theology.

Utilizing the cross as a gathering motif for theology should not be understood as pitting
Christ's incarnation against his death. The cross was the result of the way he lived among us.

a personal faith commitrngnt ald participation in the life of the community.- Grenz, Revisioning
Evangelical f!1olo_Ar A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,75." John Stott, The Cross of Christ (Leicester: IVp, l9b6), 17.
'" Stanley J. Grenz, "Salvation and God's Program in Establishing Community," Review and Expositor
91, no.4 (1994): 510.
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The resurrection was God's triumphant answer. No artificial divides should be introduced.

The cross as a gathering motif accepts an implicit Christological focus in theological

construction. It helps to rectiff any imbalance suggested by utilizing the Trinity as theology's

structuring motif. While Grenz attempts to follow Barth in refusing to draw a line between

Christolory and the Trinity,5T in practice his Christology is underdeveloped. Perhaps if his

theological project had been completed, this would have been rectified. As it was not, it is

necessary to point to the gap.

The cross as the gathering motif in theological construction serves as a reminder of the

manner of life to which the Christian community is called. The constructed theology will be

both incarnational and prophetic. Moltmann reminds us that "the theology of the cross is none

other than the reverse side of the Christian theolory of hope."58 Willing to serve, to suffer and

to challenge, it will be quietly hopeful of resurrection, and will thus ultimately be a theolory

of glory. It will interpret the tradition of the church in the light of its faithfulness in walking

the way of the cross. It will remember that resurrection follows crucifixion, but cannot bypass

it. The cross is a reminder of the cost of establishing community, and of the value that should

therefore be attached to it. The cross is a reminder that salvifico communal liberation is not an

optional extra, but the agenda of the triune God. Viewing the cross through the control belief

that the gospel liberates ensures that the work of the cross is viewed holistically.

As such, the cross as theology's gathering motif should be seen as the first of the motifs. It is

the motif from which the other three draw content. It is for this reason that Molunann subtitles

his book The Crucified God with the wordy but insightful, The Cross of Christ os the

Fotmdation ond Criticism of Christian Theologt. Trinitarian structuring is inadequately

directed without the Christological focus implicit in the cross as theology's gathering motif.

ln a similar manner, the integrative motif of community lacks substance if seen outside of the

context of incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection. Outside of the gathering motif of the

cross, eschatolory can be reduced to trite triumphalism, which would then be a dangerous

orienting motif.

tt Grenz summarizes Barth's position, writing "Barth's Chdstocentric, revelational trinitarianism
emerges... from his conviction that the Christian conception of God does not begin with a generic
monotheism to which Christolory is added as a later point. Instead, the Christian understanding of God
begins with the Son through whom God is revealed as Father, and it is through the revelation of the
Son that God is known as the triune one." Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping
Theologt in a Postmodern Context, 189.
tt Jilrgen Moltmann, The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of
Christian Theologt, trans. R.A. Wilson and John Bowden (London: SCM, 1974), 5.
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8.2.2.2 The cross and convertive piety

As Grenz adopts Dayton's characterization of evangelicalism as a movement driven by

convertive piety,te he should accept that any theological method that effectively revisions the

movernent needs to feed both the convertive and the pietistic aspects of the movement. While

Grenz places a fair emphasis on evangelical spirituality, his focus on the movement's

convertive emphasis is not as clear. Although it is true that his desire that evangelical method

be relevant to a postmodern era finds its roots in a missiological concern, missiology is

otherwise not a clear driver of his method. His attitude towards the possibility of salvation

through other religions is a little ambiguous.uo Historically the conviction amongst

evangelicals that a clear commitment to the Christian faith is the only means of salvation has

been a motivator for mission. Christopher Wright suggests that rather than finding the biblical

basis for mission we should find the missiological basis for the Bible. The Bible's existence

stems from missiological concern, "mission is what the Bible is all about."ut If Wright's

assessment is accurate, any theological method adopting scripture as a source should be

strongly missional.

The tension becomes clearer when we remember that for Grenz, theolory is for the

community of God. It is an in-house activity. If the focus of a new theological method is

primarily to construct the ground rules for theological discussion within a historically and

culturally located community of faith, it falls well short of the missional engagement that

characterizes the convertive piety that lies at the heart of evangelicalism. Evangelicalism is

more likely to embrace a method that is outwardly focused and missional. Thus though

evangelicals have been mixed in their response to Pannenberg, they are usually sympathetic

to the apologetic and missional basis of his theological method.62

ll9*":, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor the Twenty First Century,23.
"" See Stanley J. Grenz, "Toward an Evangelical Theolory of Religions," Journal of Ecamenical
Studies 3 1, no. l'2 (1994), Stanley J. Grenz, "The Universality of the 'Jesus-Story' and the 'Incredulity
Towards Metanalratives'," in No Other Gods before Me? Evangelicals and the Chatlenge of World
Religions, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001). Also Stanley l. Crenz, Aeiewing the
Center: Evangelical Theologt in a Post-Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 249-286.
Carson replies to Grenz' implication that Christian community "provides the basis for community in
the truest sense" with "But on what ground do Christians claim that their vision for community-
building is best? Isn't that merely a communitarian conclusion? Would, say, a Muslim community
concur?" D'A. Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenz's Renewing the Center," in
Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodation in Postmodern fimes,ed. Millard J.
Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and Justin Taylor (wheaton: crossway, z0o4), s4.
"' Christopher J.H. Wright, "Truth with a Mission: Reading All Scripture Missiologically," in Text and
Task: scripture and Mission, ed. Michael Parsons (carlisle: paternoster, 2005), l4a.
"' For example, though he is often critical of Pannenberg, see Erickson's sympathetic discussion of
Pannenberg's approach to the resurrection. Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theologt (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1985),668-672.
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While motifs of Trinity, community and eschatology are potentially missional, the

missiological implications of the cross are clearest. Focusing on the cross, evangelicals

proclaim, "Jesus died for you and me...'o It is hard to see how a theological method can be

described as evangelical if this aspect is overlooked. The cross and the gospel are inseparably

related. Without the crosso there is no basis for the control belief that the gospel liberates.

Selecting the cross as the first focal motif in theological construction should therefore be seen

as a natural choice for evangelical theolory.

8.3 QUESTTON TWO AND THF. EMBRACE OF THEOLOGTCAL TMAGTNATTON

AS A CREATIVE SPACE

Our second key question is: "Does the context in which evangelical theologians operate make

the revisioning of evangelical theology possible, and if not what changes are needed to make

it possible?"

Before attempting to answer this, the prior question of whether evangelical theology can be

revisioned, should be asked. Chapter two discusses the heresy trial faced by Clark Pinnock,

the dismissal of staff at most of the Southern Baptist TheologicalColleges63 and the generally

fractious environment in which evangelical theological construction takes place. Chapters

four to seven note that opposition to Grenz' proposals has sometimes been very sharp.6a The

research has also observed the tendency to negatively label those with whom one disagrees.

Such an environment is not conducive to ingenuity. In the light of this, it is possible that

evangelicalism is a movement that is not capable of being revisioned. It might be intrinsically

conservative, and in the original sense of the word conservative, be committed to conserving

its beliefs and taditions. While changed context leads to change in even the most traditional

institutions, where movements are resistant to change, significant revisioning is less likely. If
this is the case, any attempt to revision evangelical theolory within this context, will not

succeed.

In attempting to answer the question we are best guided by the movement's history. Noll,

Bebbington and Rawlyk argue that four key generalizations can be made from the history of
evangelicalism since the eighteenth century. They suggest that:

63 
See Derek E. Withnan, "Freedom and lrresponsibility: Fundamentalism's Effect on Academic

Freedom in Southern Baptist Life," Baptist History and Heritage 39, no. I (2004).
uo 

Roger Olson comments that Grenz was "bewildered" by somi of the hostile reactions provoked by
Revisioning Evangelical Theologt. Roger E. Olson, "Stanley J. Grenz's Contribution to Evangelical
Theology," PrincetonTheological Review 12, no. I (2006):28.
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Since its origins in the mid-eighteenth century, evangelicalism has always been a

diverse, flexible, adaptable, and multiforrn movement.65 If this generalization is valid,

and the movement has historically been diverse66 and able to embrace changeo6T a

revisioning process is consistent with the movement's historical trajectory.6E

Evangelicalism is, and has always been, shaped by its popular character.6e lf this is

true, it indicates the basis on which a revisioning project is likely to be embraced (its

popular appeal).

Though evangelicals claim to be antitraditional, the movement is built around strong

traditions. Current controversies, in essence, usually reflect divisions from the past.?o

If this claim is correct it implies that traditional divides within evangelicalism are

deeply rooted, and revisioning projects might therefore only be effective for certain

sectors of evangel icalism.T I

ut Mark A. Noll, Bebbington David W, Rawlyk, George A., ed., Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies

of Poputar Protestantism in North America, the British Isles, and Beyond, 1700-1990 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994), 8.
uu Even though discouraged by the current trajectory of evangelical thought, David Wells readily
acknowledges that evangelicalism has always been a diverse movement. He writes, noolder

evangelicalism never was the simple, monolithic thing that it was often represented as being.... Not all
revered the mild generic Calvinism that became more or less synonymous with what evangelicals were

thought to believe or thought they ought to believe. Arminians and those self-consciously

Reformational, such as the Missouri Synod of Lutherans and the Orthodox Presbyerians, typically saw

themselves as outsiders to this world. The minimal Calvinism of establishment evangelicalism was too

much for Arminians, too little for robust Presbyerians, and too wrotrg headed for confessional

Lutherans." David F. Wells, "On Being Evangelical: Some Theological Differences and Similarities,"
in Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in North America, the British Isles,

and Beyond, ed. Mark A. Noll, David Bebbington, and George A. Rawlyk (New York: Oxford
University Press, I 994), 389.
67 Howard Snyder sounds a little weary of the change, and when writing of evangelical ecclesiolory
notes, "Today, evangelical ecclesiology is (as usual!) in major Eansition." Howard A. Snyder, "The

Marks of Evangelical Ecclesiologl," in Evangelical Ecclesiologt: Reality or lllusion, ed. John G.

Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker,2003), 103.
68 Stewart argues that we should "be more prepared than formerly to speak about Evangelicalisms, i.e.,

varying expressions or manifestations of the evangelical faith in different centuries or eras as well as in
diverse cultures." Kenneth J. Stewart, "Did Evangelicalism Predate the Eighteenth Century? An
Examination of David Bebbington's Thesis," Evangelical Quarterly 77 , no. 2 (2005): 152.
ue Noll, ed., 8. Nigel Wright suggests that "Evangelical culture, despite the claims that it is middle
class, is largely generated from the grassroots, even more so since the impact of the charismatic

renewal. It is a folk cultule..." Nigel Wright, "Re-Imagining Evangelicalism," n The Post-Evangelical

Debate, ed. Graham Crayet al. (London: Triangle, 1997), 108.
to Noll, ed., 8-9. They note, e.g., that charges made by traditional evangelicals against Pentecostals and

Charismatics are similar to the charges of "enthusiasm" made against John Wesley'
tt For example, Grenz' attitude to tradition could draw fairly different responses from different sectors

of evangelicalism. Alister McGrath argues that while the mainline Reformation was sympathetic to
tradition when it was understood as traditional methods of interpreting scripture, and that the

Reformers held the patristic writers in high esteem, they contrasted with some of the representatives of
the Radical Reformation, who saw no place for tradition in Christian theology. McGrath argues that,

recognized or not, the same debate divides evangelicals today. He writes, "Evangelicalism is a complex

movement and contains within itself elements that are either directly influenced by or sympathetic to

both the mainline and Radical Reformations. A person should expect, therefore, to encounter in
contemporary evangelicalism the tensions whose origins lie within the Reformation - such as the

tension concerning the role of tradition." Alister E. McGrath, "Engaging the Great Tradition:

r)

2)

3)
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4\ Creative communication networks have sustained the transnational character of

evangelicalism and given it much of its distinctive shape. 
72 While valid, this

generalization has less obvious direct relevance to our research.

ln summary, based on the characterizations made by Noll, Bebbington and Rawlyk, an

effectively revisioned evangelical theological method should not be intrinsically impossible

so long as it has popular appeal to at least some of the traditions within evangelicalism.

Howevero this does not explain the strength of the opposition to some of Grenz' proposals.

The sense of suspicion currently displayed towards the innovative and the new suggests a

dislocation from the longer trajectory of the movement.T3 Before evangelical theology can be

revisioned, it might need to reclaim these aspects of its heritage. It will also need to tackle the

underlying concern, representatively expressed by Cray when he wonders if "'post'-

evangelicals quickly become oex'-evangelicals."Ta The fear that change represents a betrayal

or desertion of evangelical identity is widespread and needs to be addressed.

In answering question two I am simply making an appeal for a change of heart within those

who are stakeholders in evangelicalism. My proposal is that we allow imagination to serve as

a space within which theological construction takes place. Until such a space is allowed, or

better still, actively encouraged, it will be difficult for any project aimed at theological

revisioning to take root and flourish. If evangelical theologians need to oonstantly worry that

their efforts might see them blacklisted or expelled from their teaching positions, innovation

and creativity will be early victims.

I recognise that the suggestion is potentially hazardous. Some associate "imagination" with

"imaginary," in the sense of fictitious. This is not the meaning intended here. ln proposing

imagination as a o'space" rather than a "source" the implication is that we are dealing with

ethos more than building blocks. The imagination embraced should be theological. In other

words, it should springboard from the richness of the theological heritage. It should explore

Evangelical Theolory and the Role of Tradition," in Evangelical Futures: A Corwersation on
Theological Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker,2000), 146.
'' Noll, ed.,9.t'As 

e.g. displayed by Erickson in Millard J. Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering
Postconsemative Evangelical Theologt (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), Millard J. Erickson,
Postmodernizing the Faith: Evangelical Responses to the Challenge of Postmodernr'snr (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1998). Also in the reactionary tone throughout Millard J. Erickson, Paul Kjoss Helseth, and
Justin Taylor, eds., Reclaiming the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accommodstion in Postmodern
Times (Wheaton: Crossway,2004), Michael S. Horton, ed., A Confessing Theologtfor Postmodern
Times (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2000).
to Graham Cray, "The Post-Evangelical Debate," in The Post-Evangelical Debate, ed. Graham Cray et
al. (London: Triangle, 1997),8.
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and savour the imagery of the Christian faith. It should allow for the sensory, the intuitive and

the rational.

It is perhaps symbolic that Jonathan Wilson, Grenz' successor as the Pioneer McDonald

Professor of Theology at Carey Theological College, chose theological imagination as the

theme for his inaugural address.Ts Wilson suggests that he is seeking for a theological

imagination that is evangelical and ecclesial, clari$ing that in selecting evangelical as a

qualrty of theological imagination he is not referring to a particular Christian culture, but that

'oevangelical as a quality of theological imagination identifies the reality of the gospel as the

only source of life for theological imagination. In this way evangelical names and claims not

an identity but an aspiration. . . "76 Viewing evangelical as an aspiration is not dissimilar to

adopting the control belief that the gospel liberates.It suggests that we imagine a world

shaped by the reality of the good news of the gospel, and allow theological construction (and

indeed, all Christian living), to take place in the light of that vision.

In his work on the role of imagination in theology, Hart notes the futility of pretending to

disentangle "the imaginative from the rational, the empirical, the moral" and postulates that,

"The intellect is not an imagination-free zone."11 Later he argues thato "imagination is not just

at the core of what it means to be Christian but more significantly at the core of what it means

to be human."78 Without imagination, models remain lifeless and rigid. Imagination provides

the lubrication and creativity required to straddle the gap between theory and varying

contexts. Imagination helps new worlds spring into being. New projects are initially

conceived in the imagination. Imagination is therefore a necessary ingredient of all genuine

revisioning.

Johnson speaks of the link berween the world scripture creates and imagination when he

writes,

If Scripture is ever again to be a living source for theology, those who
practice theology must become less preoccupied with the world that produced
Scripture and learn again how to live in the world Scripture produces. This
will be a matter of imagination, and perhaps of leaping.?e

?5 Jonathan R Wilson, Theological Imagination: Evangelical and Ecclesial (Vancouver: Carey
Theological College, 2006), Pioneer McDonald Professor of Theology lnaugural Address.
'" Ibid., 3.
tt Hart, 193.
7t Ibid.. 198-199.
tt Johnson.3.
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While I fully agree with Johnson that imagination enables us to live in the world scripture

creates, I do not concur that theology must reduce its interest in the world that produced

scripture. However, imagination - ideally communal imagination - is the way to access that

world. Narrative approaches to scripture help us to journey back and forth in time. Kathryn

Tanner reminds us of the helpfulness of viewing scripture as a popular text. Drawing from

Augustine, she argues that "the Bible is not a difficult text but one whose style makes it

accessible to all."8o

lmagination makes it possible to access the wide range of possible meanings inherent in the

text. This is not to discredit the Bible's authority. Working from Gren4 [ would argue that its

authority has a pneumatological basis. The Bible is the Spirit's book. As the community

approaches it with an open heart and an open mind, its imagination is captured afresh by its

message. This is the work of the Spirit. Second, as Grenz also argues, the Bible's authority is

beyond dispute because of the role it plays in the Christian community. It is the constituting

text of the community, and can therefore never be relegated to a secondary role.8r

Affrrming imagination as the space within which theological construction takes place

empowers a new listening to the text. It is a listening that involves more than reason alone. It

moves us beyond the methodology of modernity to a method appropriate for a postmodern

context. Instead of listening for propositions that resonate with our existing positions, we are

free to listen to the voices of the minor characters. We are invited to imagine what they would

say or report. We are also to attempt to feel what they might feel, see what they would see and

argue as they would argue. This is not to bypass conscientious biblical exegesis, but rather to

affirm some aspects that should be an integral part of responsible exegesis.

There is an intentional vagueness to the suggestion that imagination is the space within which

theological construction best takes place.

Some may view it as adopting Tillich's method of correlation, with the situation raising

existential questions, which the theologian as philosopher hears and then attempts to answer

in terms faithful to the original Christian message. Imaginative listening is required in that

approach. However, while this is a possible interpretation, it is not a necessary one. Others

might argue that it implies an openness to the work of the Spirit, which is an integral part of

to Katbryn Tanner, "scripture as Popular Text," in Theologt and Scriptural Imagination, ed. L.Gregory
Jones and James J. Buckley (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998),129.
tr 

See e.g. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theologt: A Fresh Agendafor rhe Twenty First Century,
I l3-128.
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Grenz'method. While affirming the importance of the role of the Spirit in theological

construction, again, this is not the necessary interpretation of imagination as creative space.

Implicit in the suggestion is a freedom to feel the mystery of Christian symbols, a freedom to

explore minor players in the church's tradition, as well as in the biblical narrative. It could,

e.g. involve listening to the voices of the Egyptian mothers who lost their children as a

prelude to the exodus. Or the mothers whose firstborn sons were slaughtered by Herod. It
could involve imagining the voices of Philistine wives whose husbands were kitled in battle.

Or the voice of the lame and infirm who were not present when Jesus passed through town. It

could involve imagining a theology which starts at the cross, sweeps back to creation and fall,

rushes ahead to the eschaton, and in the light of each of these images, attempts to construct a

theology for the present, a theology where the gospel liberates seryes as a control belief. The

beauty of imagination as creative space is that it allows creation before dismissive evaluation.

This is not equivalent to "anlrthing goes..." Imagination as creative space initially critiques its

offspring through the control belief that the gospel liberates. This belief is informed by the

conversation between scripture, tradition and culture. The motifs of Trinity, community and

eschatologlt either bring the construction into clear and beautiful focus, or reveal it to be

shallow and lacking in substance. All this takes place within the shadow of the cross. The

motif of the cross will not allow us to settle for any model that is less than prophetic,

missional, redemptive, compassionate, incarnational and ultimately, liberating.

8.4 CONCLUSION

Posing the evaluative questions at the end of each of chapters four to seven leads to a modest

affirmation of the research proposition "that Stanley Grenz'theological method effectively

revisions evangelical theology." Reservations as to whether Grenz' method genuinely

represents a move beyond foundationalism were noted, as was the disappointment that the

implementation of Grenz' method did not produce any obviously new insights.

As a result, question one asks if it is possible to amend Grenz' model in such a way that a

stronger affirmation of the thesis proposition can be made. Two tangible suggestions are

made to supplement Grenz' method.

The first is that the control belief that the gospel liberates be adopted. If accepted it would

serve as the lens through which all theological construction is evaluated. It would help to
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adjudicate as to the appropriate volume of each of theology's conversation partners, the

decision being made on the basis of the particular issue under consideration. It would also

provide an ethical focus and direction for a revisioned evangelical theology.

My second proposal is that the cross be adopted as theology's gathering motif. Evangelicals

believe that without the cross there is no gospel. Crucicentrism has historically characterised

the movement. The cross as theology's gathering motif adds Christological content to the

control belief that the gospel liberates.It also ensures that Grenz' three focal motifs are

directed in a manner consistent with evangelical theolory. As such, it should be viewed as the

first of the focal motifs.

Both the addition of a control belief and a gathering motif are intended to complement Grenz'

method, rather than to replace it or to diminish its significance. Both are consistent with the

direction set by Grenz' method, and strengthen it significantly. In my opinion, with their

addition we are able to affirm the thesis proposition.

Question two asks if the context within which evangelical theologians operate allows for the

revisioning of evangelical theology. Noting that the current environment is not conducive to

meativity, an appeal is made for a change of ethos. The suggestion is that imagination be

adopted as the space within which evangelical construction takes place. This is not

tantamount to suggesting that anything goes, for the control belief that the gospel liberates

remains as the lens through which theological construction is evaluated. An imagination

rooted in the best of the evangelical tradition (as determined by the control belief the gospel

Iiberates) but simultaneously released to explore the depth of the Christian faith, in

conversation with scripture, tradition and culture, guided by motifs of Trinity, community and

eschatology, and regularly regathering around the cross, could lead to an ever deepening

appreciation of and insight into the Christian faith. If this kind of theological imagination is

allowed to flourish, evangelical theology could enter an era of renewal and relevance...
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CHAPTER I\IINE

CONCLUSION AIYD SUMMARY OF FII\IDINGS

This research tests the proposition "that Stanley Grenzo theological method effectively

revisions evangelical theology." In examining this proposition the overall aim, as outlined in

chapter 1.2, was to investigate evangelical theological method by exploring the method of a

particular evangelical theologian, Stanley Grenz, and to utilize the findings to suggest a model

for evangelical theological construction. Three goals emerged from this.

The first was to investigate evangelical theological method. ln spite of the rapid growth of

evangelicalism there is a paucity of serious reflection on its theological method. In addition,

the transition from modernity to postrnodernity, with the accompanying call for a

postfoundationalist rather than a foundationalist method, necessitates fresh engagement on the

topic. This research has made a contribution towards this by critiquing a particular theological

method and suggesting modifications to it.

The second goal was to explore evangelical theological method through the input of a

particular evangelical theologian, Stanley Grenz. Though evangelicalism is a growing force

within Christianity, it has produced few theologians whose work is of a sufficient standard to

justifl serious research. Grenz is an exception to this generalization. While his writing has

started to attract attention, it has not been evaluated holistically. His sudden death also left his

theological project incomplete. This research has therefore highlighted the work of a specific

evangelical theologian. In doing so, it has unpacked some issues faced by evangelical

theologians in their theological construction.

The third goal was to further the quest for a revisioned evangelical theology. By using Grenz

as a window through which issues facing evangelical theologians can more clearly be seen,

the research highlights issues faced by evangelical theologians as they attempt to theologize

in a postmodern context. At the start of the research it was unclear if the research proposition

would be affirmed or disproved. In the end, only a modest affirmation of the proposition was

possible.r Chapter 8 proposes additions to Grenzo model which make a stronger affirmation of

the research proposition possible. It thereby makes a contribution towards the quest for a

genuinely revisioned evangelical theolory.
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To test the research proposition and to reach the goals set this research follows a simple

structure.

Chapter one begins with a narrative introduction to the birth of the research, before outlining

its goals and purpose. A historical sketch of Grenz explores five converging streams that

influenced his development. The research proposition is then introduced as are the four

evaluative questions posed at the end ofeach ofchapters four to seven to help assess the

validity of the proposition. The method and outline of the research is then summarized.

Chapter two roots the research with an examination of evangelicalism, working from the

assumption that an understanding of evangelicalism is required before an assessment can be

made if a particular theological method revisions it. The contested nature of the historical

hajectory of evangelicalism is explored, as are some of the tensions resulting from the rapid

growth of the movement. The complexity of arriving at a statement clearly articulating the

essence of evangelical identity is demonstrated, and two representative issues currently

dividing evangelicalism are discussed to give an appreciation of the "texture" of the

movement. A further two issues facing evangelicalismo the shift to the postmodern context

and doubts about the epistemological underpinnings of foundationalism, are identified as

being of special relevance to this research and are explored.

Chapter three, the literature review, examines the primary sources for this research. Whilst a

broadly representative overview of Grenz' publications is given, those works with direct

relevance to his theologicaUethical method are privileged, and considered in greater depth.

Whilst of necessity reductionist in its coverage, the chapter highlights the broad sweep of

Grenz' work and points to several works by Grenz which have received little attention.

Chapters one to three constitute part one of the research and provide the necessary

background for the testing of the thesis proposition. More direct examination is then

undertaken in part two, made up of chapters four to seven.

Chapter four examines the first source Grenz suggests as a conversation partner for

theological construction, scripture. His understanding of the role scripture plays in theological

construction is unpacked, and responses to his proposal examined, before the four evaluative

questions are posed. The chapter notes that Grenz' clear understanding that scripture serves

as the primary voice in theological construction (the norming norm), whilst reassuring for

evangelicals, weakens his argument that his method genuinely moves beyond

foundationalism. At best, the distance moved is modest.
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Chapter five adopts a similar approach to chapter four, and examines the remaining sources

Grenz suggests for theological construction, tradition and culture. Though each source is

examined discretely, and the mixed responses to Grenz' understanding and use of each source

noted, the chapter acknowledges that in Grenzo model the interactive nature of the sources is

important. Grenz' stress that each source be pneumatologically mediated is explored, as is the

diffrculty in dealing with the subjectivity inherent in this approach, even when

pneumatological mediation is linked with communal discernment. While recognising that the

interactive nature of Grenz' model allows Grenz to argue that his method moves beyond

foundationalism, the evaluative questions suggest that it would be more appropriate to

describe Grenz' method as adopting a "chastened" or "soft" foundationalism.

Chapter six investigates the three focal motifs Grenz uses in theological construction. The

motifs of Trinity, community and eschatology have each had a resurgence of interest since the

second half of the twentieth century, so Grenz' choice of these three is neither intrinsically

original nor controversial. The chapter explores the manner in which Grenz applies these

motifs, and some of the responses that this application has elicited. In applying the four

evaluative questions to assess the validity of the thesis proposition, questions emerge around

the absence of certain motifs, rather than the flaws in the motifs chosen. In particular, the

question is raised whether the absence of the motifs of the cross and of salvation weaken the

attempt to revision evangelical theology.

Chapter seven evaluates the usefulness of Grenz' model in exploring a key ethical issue

facing evangelicals, homosexuality. Though Grenz applies his method consistently in his

exploration of the topic, his conclusions are essentially a repetition of traditional evangelical

views. The chapter acknowledges that this could be because this is an area where Grenz feels

revisioning is unnecessary, but notes the selective use made of culture as a conversation

partner in the resulting theological construction, as well as the limited range of meanings

attached to the focal motifs Grenz suggests. The chapter asks whether Crenz fails to revision

an evangelical response to this issue, not because his method does not allow it, but because

his epistemic starting point serves as a filter as to what each source can unearth or each motif

represent.

Part two of this research, made up of chapters four to seven, is therefore an exploration of

Grenz' theological method. It also tests its relevance in a particular trial case. By so doing, it

seeks to meet the first two goals of the research by examining evangelical theological method
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through the method of a particular evangelical theologian. It also unearths issues that need to

be addressed if evangelical theolory is to be effectively revisioned.

Part three of the research, made up primarily of chapter eight followed by a brief summary

and conclusion in chapter nine, aims to meet the third goal of the research by adding to

Grenz' model and thereby contributing towards the revisioning of evangelical theolory.

In pulling the various streams of the research together, chapter eight argues that the thesis

proposition can only be afFrmed with reservations. It suggests that this is not because Grenz'

method is incapable of leading to a significant revisioning of evangelical theology, but

because Grenz has limited the range of its application, and does not push the boundaries of his

method. It suggests additions to Grenz' method that could lead to the proposition being

affirmed more strongly. It advocates for two clarifications/modifications to Grenz' method,

and supplements these with an appeal for a changed context within which evangelical

theological construction takes place, a context where theological imagination is encouraged. It

suggests that if this changed context can be birthed, Grenz' method, complemented by

adopting the control belief that the gospel liberates and the gathering motif of the cross, can

lead to a genuinely revisioned evangelical theology. The modifications should not be seen asi

discontinuous with Grenz' method, but rather as resources to focus the direction Grenz'

method takes. Nor should they been seen as trumping Grenz' method. The resulting method

remains predominantly Grenzian.

In concluding, it remains only to highlight how the goals of this research have been met and

the contribution it makes.

The first and central area where this research attempts to make a contribution is in the realm

of evangelical theological method. Grenz' conviction that evangelical method needs to move

beyond the foundationalism that has characterized the movement, is valid. Grenz' method of

engaging the three theological sources ofscripture, tradition and culture as conversation

partners gathered around the three focal motifs of Trinity, community and eschatolory, the

conversation and theological construction resulting being pneumatologically mediated and

communally discemed, helps to move evangelicalism beyond foundationalism. However,

because the terms of engagement for the conversation are not clearly articulated, in practice

Grenz allows his method to lapse back towards foundationalism. Scripture's voice is

privileged, which at times leads to the voices of tradition and culture being ignored. The

reverse does not take place, which makes it difficult to affirm that this is a genuinely
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postfoundational method. Rather it should be seen as representing a soft or a chastened

foundationalism.

To move Grenz' method beyond the foundationalism he seeks to avoid, this research suggests

adopting the control belief the gospel liberates. This control beliel by articulating that which

evangelicals most deeply believe, helps to ascertain the appropriate volume of each

conversation partner in theological construction. The belief that the gospel liberates helps to

filter the input of each theological source. Oppressive understandings of scripture, tradition or

culture are disallowed in advance. In addition, supplementing the focal motifs with the

gathering motif of the cross helps to ensure that the theology constructed remains true to its

evangelical roots. Eschatology without the cross can lapse into triumphalism, while the

structuring motif of the Trinity without the cross can lead to a weak Christolory. Likewise,

community without the focal motif of the cross, can lead to an inadequate ecclesiology and

missiolory. By adopting the control belief that the gospel liberates, evangelical theologians

can move beyond the defensive and sometimes erratic stances adopted by the movement and

have the confidence that the theology they articulate is genuinely liberating and life affirming.

It thus enables evangelical theologians to engage in theological dialogue with those who fall

outside of the parameters of the movement. It also results in a theological method appropriate

for a postrnodern context. The addition of the control belief that the gospel liberates helps to

ensure that the model is genuinely interactive and responsive to context. Because the content

of liberation is not presumed in advance, it represents a significant move beyond

foundationalism. Each theological source can help to further the search for the liberation

implicit in the gospel message. In addition, by treating theology (proper) and theological

ethics seamlessly as well as motivating that the insights of pastoral theology be taken

seriously,2 the method advocates an interdisciplinary approach, which is appropriate for a

postmodern context.

In examinin gGrenz' theological method, the research therefore advocates that his method be

adopted, but that it be extended by the addition ofthe control beliefthat the gospel liberates

and the gathering motif of the cross.

The second goal was to highlight the work of a significant evangelical theologian, which this

research has clearly done by focusing on Grenz' work and method. In focusing on Grenz, the

aim was to view his work holistically, which has been achieved both through the literature

2 Chapter 7.2 notes the danger of placing a wedge between theological ethics and pastoral theology,

while 7.4.5 and"l.4.6 note that the pastoral implications of the motifs of both community and

eschatology can be used more empathetically than Grenz has chosen to do.
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review in chapter 3, and the overall assessment of his project. Although the focus has been on

his theological method, the research has interacted with a wide range of his work, and

provides a valid picture of his theological contribution. The research recognises that Grenz'

sudden death at the age of fifty five has left aspects of his theological project incomplete and

some issues unresolved. ln assessing the validity of the research thesis "that Stanley Grenz'

theological method effectively revisions evangelical theolory," it concludes that only a

modest affrmation of the proposition can be made, largely because Grenz fails to clariff how

the three sources for theological construction will interact. By failing to examine the

implications that flow from continuing to assign a veto role to scripture, Grenz is unable to

convince that he has constructed a method that moves significantly beyond foundationalism'

Supplementing the tools Grenz uses for theological construction with the control belief that

the gospel liberates and by adding the gathering motif of the cross, results in a method that

moves well beyond foundationalism. It is a method born from convictions that evangelicals

hold most dearly.

The third major goal of this research was to make a contribution towards the quest for a

genuinely revisioned evangelical theology. By examining the responses to Grenz' method, the

limitations imposed by the context in which evangelical theologians operate became apparent.

In highlighting these restrictions this research suggests that evangelicals work to create an

environment where theological imagination and vision are valued, and not treated with scorn

and suspicion. While rigorous evaluation of all proposals should not be avoided, it is possible

to nurture an ethos that enoourages innovation and creativity. At present, this is not part of the

ethos of evangelicalism, though historically the movement has been characterised by

flexibility, adaptability and change,3 and there is therefore no inherent reason why such a

change should be impossible.

Grenz' theological project makes a modest contribution towards the goal of revisioning

evangelical theolory. By adopting a trio of sources for theological construction, and

supplementing these with three focal motifs, as well as by stressing the role of the Spirit in

guiding the community of faith and also emphasising the holistic spirituality that should

characterise evangelical theology, Grenzhas constructed a theological method that enables

evangelicals to embark upon their task in a postmodern, postfoundational context. If

evangelicals are also able to affirm their control beliefthat the gospel liberates, and are

therefore willing to disassociate themselves from all practices that oppress and hinder life on

3 Mark A. Noll, Bebbinglon David W, Rawlyk, George A., ed., Evangelicalism: Comparative Sndies

of Popular Protestantism in North Americq, the British Isles, and Beyond, 1700-1 990 (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1994), 8.
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