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THE NATURE OF DOGMAS

(Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology: Introductory Volume, pp. 18-34.)

A.  THE NAME “DOGMA”  

Systematic Theology or Dogmatics deals with the dogmata, the accepted doctrines of the Church.  This makes it necessary to consider their general character first of all.  In this connection the name “dogma” deserves brief consideration.  

1.  DERIVATION AND MEANING OF THE TERM.  

The word “dogma” is derived from the Greek verb dokein.  In classical Greek the expression dokein moi meant not only, it seems to me, or I am of the opinion, but also, I have come to the conclusion, I am certain, it is my conviction.  And it is especially this idea of certainty that finds expression in the word “dogma.”  While a dogma might in the abstract be a mere private opinion, in common parlance it was generally regarded as an axiomatic or self-evident truth, an official ordinance, or a well founded and formulated article of belief.  There are not only religious dogmas, but scientific, philosophical, and political dogmas as well.  The fundamental and supposedly unchangeable principles of science, the established teachings of philosophy, the decrees of governments, and the generally accepted doctrines of religion – they are all dogmata.  Modern liberal theologians might well bear this in mind, for a great deal of their criticism of the concept of dogma proceeds from the mistaken assumption that it is something entirely peculiar to religion.  All dogmata have this in common, that they are clothed with a certain authority.  Naturally, the basis of this authority differs.  Scientific dogmas have the authority of axiomatic or self-evident truth.  Philosophical dogmas derive their authority from the generally admitted arguments by which they are established.  Political dogmas are clothed with the authority of the government by which they are decreed.  And religious dogmas are based on divine revelation (either real or supposed), and are therefore authoritative.  
2. THE BIBLICAL USE OF THE WORD.

The word “dogma” is found both in the Greek translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint), and in the New Testament.  It is used several times to denote government decrees, Esth. 3:9; Dan. 2:13; 6:8; Luke 2:1; Acts 17:7.   In two passages it serves as a designation of the Mosaic ordinances, Eph. 2:15; Col; 2:14.  And in Acts 16:4 it is applied to the decisions of the assembly of the apostles and elders recorded in the preceding chapter.  The use of the term in this passage is particularly important, because it speaks of an ecclesiastical decision, and therefore virtually furnishes a basis for the theological use of the term.  It is true that the assembly at Jerusalem did not formulate any doctrine, but its decision certainly had doctrinal bearings.  Moreover, this decision was clothed with divine authority, and was absolutely binding on the churches for which it was intended.  It was not a mere advice which these churches could follow up or ignore, as they saw fit, but a burden placed upon them to which they had to submit.  The passage under consideration therefore contains at least an intimation of the fact that a religious dogma is a doctrine officially defined by the Church and declared to rest upon divine authority.  
3. VARIOUS USES OF THE TERM IN THEOLOGY.  

In theology the word “dogma” has not always been used in the same sense.  The theological literature of the past sometimes employs the word in a rather loose sense, as practically equivalent with “doctrine.”  But when it speaks of dogmas with precision, it refers to those statements of formulations of doctrines which are regarded as established truths by the body of Christians which formulated them, and which are therefore clothed with authority.  The early Church Fathers speak of the truths of the Christian faith, as they were recognized in the Church, as dogmata, and also apply this term to the teachings of the heretics.   During the Middle Ages a somewhat more specific conception of dogmas was developed by the Roman Catholic Church.  In that Church a dogma has come to be regarded as “a revealed truth which has in some way been defined by an infallible teaching authority, and as such is proposed to the acceptance of the faithful.”  (Otten, Manual of the History of Dogmas I, p. 2.)  Such a truth need not necessarily be revealed in Scripture, but may also be revealed in oral tradition.  The important thing is that the Church declares it to be revealed, and imposes it as such upon the Church.  Thus it is really made to rest on the authority of the Church.
The Reformers and Protestant theology in general, broke with this hierarchical view, and regarded dogmas as divine truths, clearly revealed in the Word of God, formulated by some competent Church body, and regarded as authoritative, because they are derived from the Word of God.  Though they ascribed to them a great measure of permanence and stability, they did not, and do not now, regard them as infallible.  

A notable change came about through Schleiermacher, who veered from the objective to the subjective in his conception of the source of dogmas.  Since he considered Christian experience as their source, he saw in them the intellectual expressions, authorized by the Church, of the inner meaning of the religious experiences of the Christian community.   Ritschlian theology pretends to be more objective in its conception of dogmas, but is, as a matter of fact, just as subjective.  It regards dogmas as the scientific affirmations of the faith of the Church, that is, not of the contents of this faith, but of that which is involved in it.  In this representation faith, the fides qua creditur, becomes the source of dogmas, and this is just as subjective as religious experience.  While it is perfectly true that this faith does not arise apart from the divine revelation, this is equally true of the religious experience of which Schleiermacher speaks.  


The Schleiermacherian and Ritschlian conceptions of dogmas still prevail in many circles.  But in more recent theology a new tendency is manifesting itself to recognize their objective character.   P.T. Forsyth, of whom McConnachie speaks as “a Barthian before Barth,” speaks of dogma as “final revelation in germinal statement,” and as “God’s act put as truth.”  (Theology in Church and State, p. 13.)  The fundamental redemptive acts of God, revealed in the Bible (and therefore expressed in words), constitute the dogma, which is the foundation of the Church.  In distinction from it, doctrine is the interpretation of the revealed dogma, and therefore not the foundation, but the product of the Church.  Even the interpretations of the acts of God found in Scripture must be regarded as doctrines rather than as dogmas.
There is indeed some agreement between the position of Forsyth and that of Barth, though there are also points of difference.  Barth distinguishes between “dogma” in the singular and “dogmas” in the plural.  He defines “dogma” as “Church proclamation, so far as it really agrees with the Bible as the Word of God.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 308.)  In another place he speaks of it as “the agreement of Church proclamation with the revelation attested in Holy Scripture.”  (op. cit., p. 304; cf. also God in Action, p. 53.)  And this revelation is not to be regarded as a doctrinal proposition, but rather as divine action, as a behest or decree, calling for action on man’s part.  “Dogmas” in the plural, however, are “the doctrinal propositions acknowledged and confessed by the Church, which are deposited in the Church Symbols, with their relative authority.”  They are the word of man which comes out of the Word of God, worthy of veneration and respect indeed, yet only the word of man.  They do not constitute the object (like “dogma”), but only the expression of faith.  (op cit., pp. 304-315.)  

Finally, Micklem is also very much in line with these two men, when he says: “The fundamental and distinctive dogmas of the Christian faith are not in terms of abstract truth, but in terms of the mighty acts of God.  That which forms an essential part of the gospel story is dogma; that which is interpretation of the story is theology.”  (What is the Faith, p. 70.)  

B. THE FORMAL CHARACTERISTICS OF DOGMAS

Some have spoken of dogmas simply as the substance of the Christian faith, but this view is too indefinite and finds no support whatsoever in Scripture.  It does not do justice to their official character.  They are truths derived from the Word of God, but the fact that they are so derived does not yet make them dogmas in the strict sense of the word.  There are no dogmas as such in the Bible, though the doctrinal teachings which they embody are found there.  But these become dogmas only when they are formulated and officially adopted by the Church.  It may be said that religious dogmas have three characteristics, namely: their subject-matter is derived from Scripture; they are the fruit of the reflection of the Church on the truth, as it is revealed in the Bible; and they are officially adopted by some competent ecclesiastical body.  

1.  THEIR SUBJECT-MATTER IS DERIVED FROM SCRIPTURE.  

The Bible is God’s Word, the book which is His continuous (?) revelation of redemption for all successive generations. It acquaints us with the mighty redemptive acts of God, and also furnishes mankind with a reliable interpretation of these acts.  It may therefore be said to be both a word – and a fact – revelation; and both these words and facts have doctrinal significance.  Naturally, the meaning of the facts can only be expressed in words.  Both the facts and the words have doctrinal significance, and therefore furnish the subject-matter of dogmas.  The position of those who find the real revelation of God in Scripture only in the mighty redemptive acts of God (as Forsyth, Barth, Bultmann, Micklem) involves a denial of the fact that every part of the Bible is equally the Word of God.  Moreover, it does not take sufficient account of the fact that we have no reliable information respecting the acts of God apart from the words in which he Himself describes these.  And the idea that only the acts of God put as truth, or proclaimed by the Church, form the real foundation for dogma(s), clothed with divine authority, really makes an unwarranted distinction between the Scriptural words which describe the facts and the words which interpret them, by regarding the latter as less authoritative.  According to our Reformed conception the Bible does not contain dogmas, but does contain the doctrinal truths which they embody.  Doctrinal propositions, which are not derived from the Word of God, can never become ecclesiastical dogmas.  

Roman Catholics speak of dogmas in the strict sense of the word as “truths contained in the Word of God, written or unwritten – i.e. in Scripture or tradition – and proposed by the Church for the belief of the faithful.”  The Vatican Council expresses itself as follows (Chapter III, On Faith): “Further all those things are to be believed with divine and Catholic faith which are contained in the Word of God, written or handed down, and which the Church, either by a solemn judgment, or by her ordinary and universal magisterium, proposes for belief as having been divinely revealed.”  Historical Protestantism, of course, does not thus coordinate Scripture and tradition.  It maintains that the doctrinal truths embodied in dogmas are either contained explicitly in Scripture, or are deduced from it by “good and necessary consequence.”  Dogmas are not mere repetitions of Scripture statements, but careful, albeit human and therefore fallible, formulations of doctrines contained in the Word of God.  Their subject-matter is derived from Holy Writ.  If it were not so derived, they would not be dogmas. 

It is not superfluous to stress this fact at the present time.  Since the beginning of the nineteenth century another view of the derivation of dogmas gradually gained the ascendancy in some Protestant circles.  Schleiermacher, the father of modern theology, does not derive the material content of the dogmas of the Church from the facts or truths revealed in Scripture, but from the Christian consciousness or Christian experience.  He declares the articles of faith to be “conceptions of pious feeling set forth in language.”  On that view they cease to be statements of the truth respecting God and His will, and become mere expressions of the meaning of the ever changing experiences of man.  Mackintosh correctly says: “If words mean anything, doctrine is for him a statement about our feeling, not about God.”  (Types of Modern Theology, p. 66.)  And from this it also follows that for Schleiermacher it is not the question, whether the dogmas of religion are objectively true, but only whether they rightly express the various states of feeling.  Edghill says that he conceives of dogma as the expression of “ever varying life,” and points out that this involves the denial of any permanent authority in the statement of religious “belief.” (Faith and Fact, p. 35.)  
 
The Ritschlian view doe not differ from this materially, though it pretends to be more objective by taking its starting point in the revelation of God given in Jesus Christ.  It seems rather encouraging to find Kaftan saying: “Voraussetzung ist dabei, dass die Dogmen aus goettlicher Offenbarung stammen und, auf evangelischem Gebiet, dass sie dem Glauben und Bekenntniss der Gemeinde entsprechen.”  (Dogmatik, p. 2.)  But it soon becomes apparent that, while he certainly wants to take account of the objective revelation of God in Jesus Christ, he interposes the faith of the Church between this revelation and the dogmatician.  And when he speaks of faith, he is not thinking of faith in the objective sense, as it is expressed in the symbols of the Church, the fides quae creditur, but of faith in the subjective sense, the fides qua creditur.  Moreover, he does not even conceive of this faith as an intellectual apprehension of the truth revealed in the Word of God, but as fiducia, trust, that is, as a practically conditioned spiritual relationship to its object, which is presented in the Word of God.  This faith includes knowledge, but this knowledge is practical, experiential rather than intellectual, knowledge resulting from a life in communion with God.  Man cannot know God, except as He is mirrored in faith.  (Kantian)  And this practical knowledge, involved in faith, is expressed in dogmas.  Thus dogmas are not the object, but the expression of faith.  Faith becomes the source of dogmas.  This means that Ritschlian theology rejects the older Protestant conception of dogmas as formulations of the truth that is found in the Word of God, and seeks to derive their content from the Christian faith as this is determined in a rather speculative way by value judgments.  “Dogma,” says Lobstein, another Ritschlian scholar, “is the scientific exposition of the Protestant faith.”  (An Introduction to Protestant Dogmatics, p. 61.)  On page 75 of the same work he states explicitly that “the source of dogmatics is faith.” 

A somewhat similar subjective view is also found among the Ethicals in the Netherlands.  J. Van der Sluis in his work on De Ethische Richting, p. 23, quotes a word of Prof. D. Chantepie de la Saussaye, which is very much in harmony with the Ritschlian position: “De leer onstaat na en door het leven.  Zij is de vrucht van het nadenkend verstand over de waarheid, wanneer die waarheid tot leven geworden is in de ziel.”  (Translation: “Doctrine arises after and through life.  It is the fruit of the mind reflecting on the truth, when that truth has become life in the soul.”)  And Dr. Is. Van Dijk says: “Indien wij een bepaling van dogme moisten geven, wij zouden het Aldus doen: Het dogme is de vrucht der poging, een bepaalde relatie van het leven der gemeente in de taal des verstands om te zetten.”  (Translation: “If we had to give a definition of dogma, we would do it as follows: Dogma is the fruit of the attempt to express a certain relation of the life of the church in the language of the intellect.”)  

2. DOGMAS ARE THE FRUIT OF DOGMATIC REFLECTION.  

The Church does not find her dogmas in finished form on the pages of Holy Writ, but obtains them by reflecting on the truths revealed in the Word of God.  The Christian consciousness not only appropriates the truth, but also feels an irrepressible urge to reproduce it and to see it in its grand unity.  While the intellect gives guidance and direction to this reflection, it is not purely an intellectual activity, but one that is moral and emotional as well.  The understanding, the will, the affections, in short, the whole man, is brought into play.  All the faculties of his soul and all the movements of his inner life contribute to the final result.  Broader still, it is not merely the individual Christian, but rather the Church of God as a whole, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that is the subject of this reflective activity.  The spiritual man is the only one that is fit for this work, and even he can obtain a proper and adequate understanding of the truth in all its relations, and in all its fullness and grandeur, only in communion and in cooperation with all the saints.  When the Church, led by the Holy Spirit, reflects on the truth, this takes a definite shape in her consciousness and gradually crystallizes into clearly defined doctrinal views and utterances.  The formulation of dogmas is not always a short process, nor is it a simple one.  Its course is frequently determined more or less by long-drawn controversies.  These are not always edifying, since they often generate a scorching heat and frequently lead to unholy antagonisms.  At the same time they are of the greatest importance, and serve to focus the attention sharply on the question in debate, to clarify the issue at stake, to bring the different aspects of a problem into the open, and to point the way to a proper solution.  The Church his largely indebted to the great doctrinal controversies of the past for its progress in the understanding of the truth.  Seeberg calls attention to the various elements that entered into the construction of dogmas when he says: “Dogma is an exceedingly complicated historical structure.  It has in it various constituent parts, constructed as they have been in the face of multifarious forms of opposition, and under the inspiration of many practical (ethical and devotional) impulses and external (political and canonical) occasions, received the impress of different theological tendencies.”  (History of Doctrines I, p. 19. C f. also Harnack, History of Dogma I, p. 12.)   Not all periods of history have been equally conducive to the reflection required for the formulation of dogmas.  It calls for deep spirituality, for religious fervor, for willing subjection to the truth as it is revealed in the Word of God, for a consuming passion to gain an ever-increasing insight into the truth in all its bearings, for diligent exegetical study, and for constructive ability.  Cold Rationalism and sentimental Pietism are equally inimical to it.  And certainly such an age as ours, in which philosophical speculations and psychological analyses have largely taken the place of real theological study, is not favorable to the construction of theological dogmas.  There is very little recognition of the supreme importance of reflecting on the truth as it is revealed in the Word of God.  In fact, there is a widespread and decided opposition to the idea that man must lead his thoughts captive to the obedience of Christ, and must in his search for the truth respecting God and man, sin and redemption, life and death, base his thought on the word of authority, the inspired Word of God, rather than on the discoveries of fallible human reason.   

3. DOGMAS ARE OFFICIALLY DEFINED BY SOME COMPETENT ECCLESIASTICAL BODY.  

The final step in the formulation of dogmas is their specific formulation and formal acceptance by some official Church body.  It is generally agreed that such an official action of the Church is necessary.  Roman Catholics and Protestants are of the same opinion on this point.  And even modern theologians, in spite of their subjectivism, voice their concurrence, because they believe that “dogma must have attached to it an idea of collectivity and an idea of authority.”  Schleiermacher recognized only those religious truths as dogmas, which were accepted as such by the Church.  Lobstein says: “It is very evident, in effect, that dogma, in its precise and historical sense, is nothing other than a creed officially defined and formulated by a competent authority, that is to say, in this case, by the Church going hand in hand with the State.”  (An Introduction to Protestant Dogmatics, p. 21.)  And even George Burman Foster declares: “Dogmas are deliverances concerning faith, sustained by ecclesiastical auithority.”  (Christianity in Its Modern Expression, p. 4.)  
The question may arise, What Church body has the power to determine what should be believed?  Harnack virtually takes the position that only an ecumenical council, representing the Church as a whole, can do this.  For that reason he also denies the existence of a Protestant dogma.  He points out that Protestantism broke up the unity of the Church, and itself does not present a united front.  Naturally, the Churches of the Reformation do not share this view.  Reformed Churches particularly have always stressed the fact that every local church is a complete representation of the Church of Jesus Christ, and therefore also has the potestas dogmatic or docendi, the power to determine what shall be recognized as a dogma in her own circle.
But if such a local church is affiliated with a number of similar churches in a larger organization, it will naturally have to leave this matter to major assemblies.  It goes without saying that the dogmas officially defined by the ecumenical councils best satisfy the communal consciousness of the Church; but it is arbitrary to speak of the dogmas formulated by these councils as the only real dogmas.

The dogmas officially attested by the church have authority in the circle in which they are recognized.   There is a difference of opinion, however, as to the nature of this authority.  The Roman Catholic Church ascribes to its dogmas absolute authority, not only because they are revealed truths, but even more particularly because they are infallibly apprehended and proposed by the Church for the belief of the faithful.  The following statement in A Catholic Dictionary, Articled Dogma is significant: “Hence with regard to a new definition – such, e.g., as that of Transubstantiation, Christians have a two-fold duty.  They are obliged to believe, first, that the doctrine so defined is true, and next that it is a part of the Christian revelation.”  Here the declaration of the Church has priority.  Scripture and tradition, says Wilmers, are “only the remote or mediate rules of faith, while the immediate rule is the teaching Church.”  (Handbook of the Christian Religion, p. 134.)   Faith consists in the implicit acceptance of the truth from the hands of the ecclesia docens (the priesthood).  And the authority of dogmas is really based on the formal declaration of the Church.  That authority is absolute, because the Church is infallible.
The Churches of the Reformation broke with this view.  While they maintain that a doctrine does not become a dogma, and does not acquire ecclesiastical authority, until it is officially defined and accepted by the Church, they ascribe authority to it only because, and in so far as, it is founded on the Word of God.  Their view of the matter can perhaps be best stated as follows.  Materially (that is, as to contents) dogmas derive their authority exclusively from the infallible Word of God, but formally (that is, as to form) they derive it from the Church.  Barth has a somewhat different view on this point.  According to him dogma, in the singular, is Church proclamation in so far as it agrees with the revelation attested in Scripture.  That revelation is not primarily a disclosure of truth, though this is involved, but a kerugma, a herald’s call, a divine imperative, which calls for a response on the part of man.  That kerugma, that behest, must be made contemporary in Church proclamation.  Hence this should not introduce God as an object about which man must speak, but as a subject which addresses man, and to which man must respond.  And in so far as it does this, and is therefore really in agreement with the revelation attested in the Bible, it is dogma.  Church proclamation is an approximation to the original revelation, and not a perfect reproduction of it; but in so far as it does agree with it and is therefore really God speaking to sinners in the present, it is clothed with divine authority.  The dogma so conceived should be distinguished from the dogmas (plural), in which it is not God who speaks, but the Church, and which for that reason have only relative authority.  They are doctrinal propositions acknowledged and formulated by the Church, the word of man which comes out of the Word of God.  In them the Church of the past speaks to present generations, and passes on or reproduces the truth of God’s revelation in so far as it has learned to understand it under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

Naturally, the followers of Schleiermacher, and even those of Ritschl, do not share the Reformed conception of the authority ascribed to the dogmas of the Church, though they pretend to be in agreement with the position of the Reformers.  They regard the view, presented in the preceding as that of Reformed theology, as being in reality the mistaken idea of Protestant Scholasticism  which came nigh wrecking the work of the Reformation.  For them dogmas are not derived from Scripture, but from the Christian consciousness, that is, from religious experience or from the Christian faith.  They are clothed with authority only because they are sanctioned by the communal consciousness of the Church (Schleiermacher), or by that of Church and State combined (Lobstein).  Moreover, the authority which they have is not normative and regulative, so as to require submission and demand obedience, but is merely, as Lobstein calls it, “a manifestation of the intrinsic force of the truth, a demonstration of the spirit and of power.”  (op. cit., p. 33.)  Hence it is also regarded as a serious blunder to ascribe a legal character to the Creeds, which embody the dogmas of the Church, and to regard them as a possible basis for disciplinary action.

C. THE NECESSITY OF DOGMAS 

The present age is an undogmatic age.  There is a manifest aversion, not only to dogmas, but even to doctrines, and to a systematic presentation of doctrinal truth.  During the last half a century very few dogmatical works made their appearance, while the market was flooded with works on the History of Religions, the Philosophy of Religion, and the Psychology of Religion.   The assertion is often heard that Christianity is not a doctrine but a life, and that it makes very little difference what we believe, if we but share the life of Christ.  There is an insistent cry, especially in our own country, for a Christianity without dogmas.  Dogmatical preaching is not in favor and is therefore avoided in many circles.  Many conservative Christians clamour for purely experiential preaching, while others of a more liberal type greatly prefer ethical or social preaching.  

1.  CAUSES OF PRESENT DAY OPPOSITION TO DOGMAS.  

The question naturally arises as to the possible explanation of this opposition to dogma.  In the Christian Church at large it can only be explained as the result of certain philosophical tendencies.  Under the influence of Kant the dogmas of the Church gradually fell into disrepute.  He denied the possibility of theoretical knowledge of those things that transcend the phenomenal world, and therefore also of such knowledge of divine things.  His epistemology was of far reaching influence, and received a new impetus in the theology of Ritschl and his disciples.  The result was that so-called theoretical knowledge of God and divine things soon fell into disrepute in many circles.  Hegel complained about the undogmatic spirit of his day and sought to rehabilitate Christian dogma by means of speculative philosophy.  Like the Gnostics of the second century, he proceed on the assumption that, if it were pointed out that Christianity is really a philosophy, it would naturally become popular in educated circles.  And therefore he stressed the fact that true philosophy, consistently carried through, necessarily leads to the tenets of the Church; and that Christian doctrines are nothing less than speculative truths in pictorial form.  In his opinion it was only necessary to strip off this form, in order to liberate and disclose the real spiritual kernel of philosophical truth.  But the attempt to change the foolishness of God into the wisdom of the world proved abortive.  In the hands of left-wing Hegelians, like Strauss and Biedermann, it soon became evident that, after the so-called husk was removed, there was very little Christianity left, and that the philosophical kernel was something quite different from the truth revealed in the Word of God.  The Hegelian operation really resulted, as Kaftan says, in “the breaking-up of dogma.”  (The Truth of the Christian Religion I, p. 313.)  
The reaction that arose took the form of Neo-Kantianism in the theology of Ritschl.  Says Dr. Orr in his work on The Ritschlian Theology, p. 33 f.: “As a primary service, Kant furnished Ritschl with a theory of knowledge precisely suited to the requirements of his system.  That our knowledge is only of phenomena; that God is theoretically incognoscible; that our conviction of His existence rests on a practical, not on a theoretic judgment – these are thoughts which, we shall see, are raised in Ritschlian circles almost to the rank of first principles.”  Hence it is no wonder that the work of Ritschl, and of such followers of his as Lotze, Herrmann, Harnack, Sabatier, and others, was on the whole unfavorable to Christian dogma, though theoretically it did not rule it out altogether.
Finally, Dreyer in his Undogmatisches Christentum makes a plea for a Christianity without dogma.  He argues (a) that the ancient dogmas were naturally cast in the conceptual forms of the day in which they arose, and that these forms become a hindrance in a time when religious views have undergone a fundamental change; and (b) that dogmas endanger the independence and freedom that is indispensable for the Christian faith.  It will readily be seen that only the second arguments bears against dogmas as such, but it is exactly this argument that marks the real tendency of the work under consideration.  Kaftan and Lobstein quite agree with Dreyer, that dogmas have often been a hindrance to faith, but at the same time consider them necessary and plead for a new dogma.  Troeltsch comes to the conclusion that “an Ecclesiastical Protestant system of dogma no longer exists,” and that the Protestant Churches will have to seek “union and cohesion” in some other sphere than that of dogma.”  (The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, p. 1009.)

Alongside of this direction of philosophical thought, there have, of course, been many other influences, too many to enumerate, which have operated and continue to operate to make dogmas unpopular.  Religious free-thinkers repeatedly raise their voices against dogmas, as encroaching upon their religious liberty and call for freedom in the Church.  They not infrequently pose as the real champions of the right of private judgment, one of the fundamental principles of the Reformation.  On more than one occasion a one-sided dogmatism led to a pietistic reaction.  And it is characteristic of Pietism that it is hostile to all intellectualism in religion and exalts emotionalism and experience as the only real manifestation of the religious life.  It bids Christian people escape from the wrangling of doctrinal controversies by withdrawing into the citadel of the heart, the seat of the affections.  In our own country Pietism has found a rather welcome ally in an Activism, which holds that it makes little difference what one believes, provided one is only busy in the work of the Lord.  A great number of American Christians are much too busy in all kinds of church activities to concern themselves very much about the study of the truth.  They are practical pragmatists and are interested only in a religion that promptly yields tangible results.  Their knowledge of dogmas has been reduced to a minimum.  In fact both Pietists and Activists often claim that Christian people should disengage themselves from the complexities of present day doctrinal systems and return to the simplicity of the Apostolic Age, and preferably to the words of Jesus, who did not concern Himself about dogmas.  Many other anti-dogmatic tendencies might be mentioned, but these are sufficient to give us at least some understanding of present day opposition to dogmas.  

2. DOGMAS ESSENTIAL TO CHRISTIANITY.  

The necessity of dogmas may be argued in various ways.  Even the followers of  Schleiermacher and Ritschl defend it in spite of their subjectivism, and notwithstanding their mysticism and moralism.  Several reasons at once suggest themselves, why Christianity cannot dispense with dogmas.  

[a] Scripture represents the truth as essential to Christianity.  The assertion often heard in our day, that Christianity is not a doctrine but a life, may have a rather pious sound, and for that very reason seems to appeal to some, but is after all a dangerous falsehood.  It has been pointed out repeatedly, and has in recent years again been emphasized by Dr. Machen in his Christianity and Liberalsim, that Christianity is a way of life founded on a message.  The gospel is the self-revelation of God in Christ, which comes to us in the form of truth.  That truth is revealed, not only in the Person and work of Christ, but also in the interpretation of these found in the Bible.  And it is only by a proper understanding and a believing acceptance of the message of the gospel, that men are brought to the necessary self-surrender to Christ in faith, and are made partakers of the new life in the Spirit.  The reception of that life is not dependent on some purely mystical infusion of grace, nor on the proper ethical conduct of man, but is conditioned by knowledge.  “And this is life eternal,” says Jesus, “that they should know thee, the only true God, and Him whom thou didst send, even Jesus Christ.”  (John 17:3)  Paul says that God would have “all men to be saved, and come to the knowledge of the truth.”  (I Tim. 2:4)  He represents it as one of the grand ideals of the ministry, that all believers may “attain unto the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a full-grown man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.”  (Eph. 4:12)  And Peter says that the divine power “hath granted unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him that called us by his own glory and virtue.”  (II Pet. 1:3)  Participation in the life of Christianity is everywhere in the New Testament made conditional on faith in Christ as He has revealed Himself, and this naturally includes knowledge of the redemptive facts recorded in Scripture.  Christians must have a proper understanding of the significance of these facts; and if they are to unite in faith, must also arrive at some unitary conviction and expression of the truth.  Jesus concludes His prayer for His immediate disciples with the words: “Sanctify them in the truth: thy word is truth,” and then continues: “Neither for these only do I pray, but for them also that believe on me through their word; that they may all be one.” (John 17:17, 20)  The acceptance of the Word of God and spiritual unity go hand in hand.  The same remarkable conjunction is found in the word of Paul: “Till we all attain unto the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God.” (Eph. 4:13)  The Bible certainly does not create the impression that the Church can safely disregard the truth, as it is revealed in the Word of God.  Jesus stressed the truth, Matt. 28:20; John 14:26; 16:1-15; 17:3, 17; and the apostles were very much in earnest about it, Rom. 2:8; II Cor. 4:2; Gal. 1:8; 3:1 ff.; Phil. 1:15-18; II Thess. 1:10; 2:10, 12, 13; I Tim. 6:5; II Tim. 2:15; 4:4; II Pet. 1:3, 4, 19-21; I John 2:20-22; 5:20.  They who minimize the significance of the truth, and therefore ignore and neglect it, will finally come to the discovery that they have very little Christianity left.
[b] The unity of the Church demands doctrinal agreement.  The Bible teaches the unity of the Church of Jesus Christ, and at the same time speaks of it as “the pillar and ground of the truth.” (I Tim. 3:15; 4:13)  In Ephesians 4 Paul stresses the unity of the Church of God, and clearly indicates as the ideal that its members all attain to the unity of the knowledge of the Son of God.  This receives further emphasis in the 15th verse: “That we be no longer children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine.”  He exhorts the Philippians that they shall “stand fast in one spirit, with one soul striving for the faith of the gospel.” (Phil. 1:27)  In this passage the word “faith” has in all probability the same meaning as in Jude 3, where the writer exhorts his readers “to contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered unto the saints.”  If it does not entirely have the same meaning, it certainly approaches it.  The apostle admonishes the Corinthians, that they “all speak the same thing,” and that there be no divisions among them.  (I Cor. 1:10)  They should be of one accord and of one mind.  He considers this so important that he hurls his anathema at those who preach a gospel different from that which he had preached (Gal. 1:8, 9), and even insists on the exclusion of heretical persons (Tit. 3:10).  It is a stern judgment, which he pronounces in I Tim. 6:3-5: “If any man teacheth a different doctrine, and consenteth not to sound words, even the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, and to the doctrine which is according to godliness; he is puffed up, knowing nothing, but doting about questionings and disputes of words, whereof cometh envy, strife, railings, evil surmising, wrangling of men corrupted in mind and bereft of the truth, supposing that godliness is a way of gain.”  Unity in the knowledge of the truth is evidently regarded as of the greatest importance to the well-being of the Church.  If it includes men of all kinds of conviction, it will harbor in its bosom the seeds of discord, strife, and division.  And that certainly will not minister to the edification of the saints and to the welfare of the Church, nor be conducive to its efficiency in the work of the Lord.  And in striving for the unity of the Church it will hardly do to rest satisfied with the least common denominator in the confession of the truth, nor to say, Let us forget about doctrine, and get together by working together.
[c] The duty of the Church requires unity in doctrine.  Naturally, the Church as such can only be one in doctrine, if it has a common confession.  This means that the Church must formulate and thus give expression to its understanding of the truth.  Unity in doctrine therefore involves the confession of a common dogma.  IT will not do to admit that the Church may need doctrines, and at the same time to deny that she needs dogmas.  The Church cannot perform her function in the world, unless she becomes conscious of, and gives clear expression to, the contents of her faith.  The Church of Jesus Christ was appointed to be a depository, a guardian, and a witness of the truth, and can only be true to her calling, if she has a definite conception of the truth.  Ministers are exhorted to hold fast the pattern of sound words (II Tim. 1:13), and believers in general, to contend earnestly for the faith once delivered to the saints, but how can they accomplish their important task, if there is no agreement as to the “sound words” and as to what the Church believes?  The Church must deal with errorists, correcting, rebuking, and possibly excluding them from the fold, but cannot do this intelligently and effectively, unless she has a clear apprehension of the truth and therefore a definite standard of judgment.  History clearly teaches that, before a Church can really pass judgment on heresies, she must have some official standard or test.  And it goes without saying that she can never bear a united and powerful testimony to the truth, unless she herself presents a united front.
[d] The position of the Church in the world calls for a united testimony.  Every Church owes it to other Churches and to the world round about her, to make a public declaration of her teachings.  If it is but natural that we desire to know something about the character and convictions of the people to whom we would entrust our material interests, it will certainly be considered highly desirable, and in fact quite essential, that we know exactly where a Church stands, in which we would seek spiritual guidance for ourselves and for our children.  Moreover, one Church will have to know where another stands, in order to be able to determine in how far it can correspond, cooperate, and possibly affiliate with such a Church.  The Church of Jesus Christ should never seek refuge in camouflage, should not try to hide her identity.  And this is exactly what she does in the measure in which she fails to give a clear and unequivocal expression of her faith.

[e] Experience teaches that dogmas are indispensable.  Every Church has its dogmas.   Even the Churches that are constantly decrying dogmas have them in effect.  When they say that they want a Christianity without dogma, they are by that very statement declaring a dogma.  They all have certain definite convictions in religious matters, and also ascribe to them a certain authority, though they do not always formulate them officially and acknowledge them candidly.  History clearly proves that even the present day opposition, is not really an opposition to dogmas as such, but simply opposition to a certain kind of dogmas, or to certain specific dogmas, which do not find favor in the eyes of modern theologians.  A Church without dogmas would be a silent Church, and this is a contradiction in terms.  A silent witness would be no witness at all, and would never convince anyone.  
D. THE ELEMENTS INVOLVED IN DOGMAS 

Christian dogmas involve various elements, which are of great importance for the life of the Church.  Of these the following three deserve special mention. 

1.  THE SOCIAL ELEMENT.  

Religious dogmas are not the product of individual Christians, but of the Church as a whole. Though the appropriation of the truth revealed in the Bible is first of all personal, it gradually assumes a communal and corporate aspect.  It is only in communion with all the saints that believers can understand and confidently reproduce the truth. The personal reflection of the individual Christian thus gains the advantage of collective control, and the confidence which he may have in his own findings is naturally greatly strengthened by the fact that thousands of others reach the same conclusion.  The communal or social character, which the dogmas thus acquire, may not be regarded as something accidental and of only relative importance, but should be thought of as something that is absolutely essential.  Personal opinions, however true and valuable they may be, do not constitute Christian dogmas.  Some extremists object to the social element of dogmas. They admit the necessity of reflecting on the truth, but are of the opinion that personal self-respect should prompt each one to decide for himself what is true.  Each one should construct his own system of the truth, and should not concern himself about the ideas of others.  It cannot be said, however, that they represent the prevailing tendency of our day in theological thought.  Both Schleiermacher and Ritschl, in spite of the fact that their subjectivism makes for individualism in religion, strongly emphasize the communal element of dogmas.  Harnack says, that there is “introduced into the idea of dogma a social element…; the confessors of one and the same dogma form a community.”  (History of Dogma I, p. 14.)  Sabatier, in speaking of the origin of dogmas, expresses himself as follows: “Dogma only arises when the religious society, distinguishing itself from the civil, becomes a moral society, recruiting itself by voluntary adherents.  This society, like every other, gives to itself what it needs in order to live, to defend itself, and to propagate itself.”  (Outlines of a Philosophy of Religion, p. 237.)   And, finally, McGiffert says: “Schleiermacher’s recognition of the social element has been reinforced in modern times by the study of the history and psychology of religion which has made it abundantly evident that our beliefs are largely social products, and that the notion that our individual reasons work in isolation to create our own independent faiths is a pure fiction.”  (The Rise of Modern Religious Ideas, p. 291.)  
2. THE TRADITIONAL ELEMENT.  

Dogmas also contain a traditional element.  Christianity rests on historical facts which come to our knowledge through a revelation given and completed more than nineteen centuries ago.  And the correct understanding and interpretation of these facts can only result from the continual prayers and meditation, from the study and struggles, of the Church of all ages.  No one Christian can ever hope to succeed in assimilating and reproducing properly the whole content of the divine revelation.  Neither is one generation ever able to accomplish the task.  The formation of dogmas is the task of the Church of all ages, a task which requires great spiritual energy on the part of successive generations.  And history teaches us that, in spite of differences of opinion and protracted struggles, and even in spite of temporary retrogressions, the Church’s insight into the truth gradually gained in clarity and profundity.  One truth after another became the center of attention, and was brought to ever greater development.  And the historical Creeds of the Churches now embody in concentrated form the best results of the reflection and study of past centuries.  It is at once the duty and the privilege of the Church of our day to enter into that heritage of bygone years, and to continue to build on the foundation that was laid.  
There is a manifest tendency, however, on the part of modern liberal theology to break with the past.  Many of its representatives are often rather loud in their praises of the Creeds of the Church as historical documents, but refuse to acknowledge their doctrinal value for the present.  And, sad to say, the so-called Fundamentalists of our day join hands with the liberals on this point with their well-known slogan, “No Creed but the Bible.”  They do not seem to realize that this really involves a break with the historical past of the Church, a refusal to profit by the lessons which the Churches of the Reformation passed on as a precious heritage to following generations in their great Creeds and Confessions, and a virtual denial of the guidance of the Holy Spirit in the past history of the Church.  But modern liberal theology does not stop even there; it also breaks with the Bible itself as the authoritative source of all doctrinal truth.  This is stated without any hesitation by Reville (Liberal Christianity, p. 40) in the following words: “Not only has it (Liberalism) thrown off the yoke of the Protestant confessions of faith, because a thorough examination of these proved that they by no means faithfully reflected the teaching of Christ.  But further, owing to the immense results reached by the historical and philological sciences during the nineteenth century, it has recognized that in the Bible itself there are many doctrines which come neither from the prophets, nor from Jesus, and which consequently are not to be considered as the faithful expression of the teaching of Christ.”  Such a position, of course, involves a rejection of the Bible as the Word of God, and further an utter disregard and denial of the guidance of the Holy Spirit in the past doctrinal history of the Church, a lack of respect for the prayers, the labors, and the struggles of the greatest and most pious teachers of the Church.  It represents an unwarranted individualism in the development and formulation of the truth, an exaggerated notion of the ability of a single individual, or of the Church of a single generation to rear de novo a better structure of religious truth than the time-honored system of the past.  

3. THE ELEMENT OF AUTHORITY.  

When the Churches of the Reformation officially define their doctrines and thereby turn them into dogmas, they also implicitly declare them to rest on divine authority and to be expressions of the truth.  And because they regard their dogmas as embodiments of the truth revealed in the Word of God, they consider them as entitled to general recognition, and insist on such recognition in their own circles.  The Roman Catholic Church claims absolute infallibility for its dogmas, partly because they are revealed truths, but especially because they are proposed for the faith of the faithful by an infallible Church.  Her dogmas are absolutely unchangeable.  The Vatican Council declared: “If any one shall assert it to be possible that sometimes, according to the progress of science, a sense is to be given to the doctrines propounded by the Church different from that which the Church has understood and understands: let him be anathema.”  (de Fide IV. 3.)  This absolutism is not shared by the Protestant Churches.  While they expect acceptance of their dogmas, because they regard them as correct formulations of Scripture truth, they admit the possibility that the Church may have been in error in defining the truth.  And if dogmas are found to be contrary to the Word of God, they cease to be authoritative.
It is exactly this element of authority that meets with the greatest opposition in the present day.  Both Roman Catholics and Protestants regard religion first of all as something given and determined by God, and therefore find the seat of authority in Him.  According to the former it is especially the Church, while according to the latter it is the Bible, that is basic to this authority.  Both recognize an objective standard of the truth, which finds expression in the dogmas of the Church and which demands submission, faith, and obedience.  Eighteenth century Rationalism and Deism broke with the “medieval principle of religious authority,” and substituted for it the standard of human reason, thus placing the seat of authority in man and making it purely individual.  For Schleiermacher the content of dogmas is determined by religious experience, and for Ritschl, ostensibly by Jesus Christ as the Founder of the Kingdom of God, but in reality by the subjective faith of the Church.  In the case of both the real seat of authority is in the religious consciousness; and the authority, of course, is not that of an objective norm, but that of an internal principle.  Lobstein stays:  “From the point of view of the Protestant it is necessary to condemn every conception which makes of dogma an authoritative and obligatory decision of the church in the sense of a statutory and legal ordinance.”  (An Introduction to Protestant Dogmatics, p. 49.)  According to the dictum of Sabatier, another Ritschlian, “The outward authority of the letter has given place to the inward and purely moral authority of the Spirit.” (Religions of Authority, p. 259.)  This French scholar argues that the human spirit has finally been emancipated from the principle of authority, and has become autonomous, which means that “the consent of the mind to itself is the prime condition and foundation of all certitude.”  This is tantamount to the rejection of all real authority.  Barth rejects  both the Roman Catholic and the modern liberal conception of dogmas.  He ascribes relative authority to dogmas, that is, to the doctrinal propositions formulated by the Church, in so far as they spring from the root of revelation.  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 356 f.)  


