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THE TASK, METHOD, AND DISTRIBUTION OF DOGMATICS

(Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, Introductory Volume, pp. 53-77.)

A.  THE TASK OF DOGMATICS (pp. 53-59)  
1.  MODERN CONCEPTIONS OF THE TASK OF DOGMATICS 

One’s conception of dogma(s) and Dogmatics will naturally determine one’s view of the task of Dogmatics.  Since the notion of dogma(s) and Dogmatics that became prevalent in the nineteenth century differs radically from the view prevailing in the theology of the Reformation, there is also a fundamental departure from the earlier view of the task of Dogmatics.  We shall call attention only to some of the most important of the modern conceptions.  

a.  Schleiermacher’s Conception 
DOGMATICS DESCRIBE FEELINGS OF CHURCH’S EXPERIENCE 

IN UNION WITH JESUS CHRIST – FEELING OF DEPENDENCE ON THE ULTIMATE 

DOGMA IS INTELLECTUAL EXPRESSION/INTERPRETATION OF INNER SIGNIF. OF FEELING 

SOURCE OF DOGMAS = EXPERINCE, NOT WORD OF GOD 

According to Schleiermacher, it is the task of Dogmatics to describe the feelings which the Church experiences in union with Jesus Christ, the Savior.  For him religion is neither knowledge nor moral action, but feeling, more specifically, a feeling of dependence on an ultimate reality, which arises only within the Christian community; and dogma is merely the intellectual expression or interpretation of the inner significance of this religious feeling.  Experience rather than the Word of God is therefore the source of dogmas, though Schleiermacher still regards the New Testament as the norm by which this experience must be tested.  The materials furnished by the communal experience of the Church form the subject-matter of Dogmatics.  Its task is to give a systematic exposition of the Dogma of a Christian Church at a given moment of its historical development, which can boast of historical exactness, but is not necessarily an expression of absolute truth.  In this way it becomes something purely subjective, divorced from the external authority of the Word of God, a merely historical or descriptive science without any normative significance.   

ERLANGEN SCHOOL – REACTION AGAINST SCHLEIERMACHER, 

SUPPORTS ORTHODOX LUTHERANISM 

The Erlangen school, including such men as J.C.K. Hofman, Thomasius, and Frank, represents a reaction against the subjectivism of Schleiermacher in favor of orthodox Lutheranism.  It does indeed share the subjective starting point of Schleiermacher, and is in so far also a theology of experience, but from experience it works back to an objective basis, which is found not in certain isolated passages of Scripture, but in the doctrinal truth of Scripture as a whole.  Speaking of Hofman, Edghill really indicates its method clearly in the following words: “Starting with the personal experience of the Christian he worked backwards to the experience of the Christian Church, as expressed in its creeds and confessions; and thus further to the documentary proofs in Scripture upon which all is based.”  (Faith and Fact.  A Study of Ritschlianism, p. 40.)  
THE ETHICALS IN NETHERLANDS – 

STARTING POINT: LIFE OF BELIEVERS IN COMMUNION WITH CHRIST IN CHURCH

CHURCH REFLECTS ON THIS LIFE, GIVES RISE TO DOGMA

DOGMATICS DESCRIBE LIFE OF THE CHURCH AT A GIVEN TIME, SYSTEMATICALLY

A position somewhat similar to that of Schleiermacher, though reflecting even more clearly the influence of Vinet, is that of the Ethicals in the Netherlands.  It takes its starting point in the life of believers in communion with Christ, that is, not merely in the life of the individual believer, but in that of believers collectively, of the community of believers, which is the Church.  When the Church reflects on this life, which consists not merely in feelings, but also in thought and action, this gives rise to dogma, which are merely the intellectual expression of that life.   And the task of Dogmatics is to describe the life of the Church at a particular time in a systematic and scientific way.  Van Dijk, one of their prominent representatives, defines Dogmatics as the description of the life of the Church.  He prefers the term “life” to the Schleiermacherian term “feelings,” because it points to something more permanent, and is also more comprehensive and Scriptural.  Moreover, he maintains that this description of the life of the Church should be under the constant control of Scripture as a record of what the writers experienced of the life of the Lord, and refuses to consider Dogmatics as a purely historical discipline, devoid of normative authority.  (Begrip en Methode der Dogmatiek, pp. 12-24.)  

b. The Ritschlian Conception 
In Ritschlian circles it is quite customary to speak of Dogmatics as “the scientific exposition of the Christian faith” (Lobstein), or as “the science of the Christian faith” (Haering).  This faith, however, is not always conceived in the same way.  Herrmann divorces it as much as possible from all knowledge, and regards it purely as fiducia (trust).  The content of this faith consists merely in religious-ethical experiences, which are always individual and cannot be systematized, and which develop out of faith itself.  On this view Dogmatics can hadly be anything else than a description of religious-ethical experiences.  Yet there is in the Ritschlian school a manifest desire to break away from the subjectivism of Schleiermacher.  This tendency finds expression perhaps most of all in Kaftan, the real dogmatician of the school.  He defines Dogmatics as follows: “Die Dogmatik ist die Wissenschaft von der Christlichen Wahrheit, die auf Grund der goettlichen Offenbarung in der Kirche gegalubt und bekannt wird.”  (Dogmatik, p. 1.)  This definition seems to acknowledge the objective character of Dogmatics.  But his description of the task of Dogmatics on page 104 makes a different impression.  Says he: “Die eigentliche Hauptaufgabe der evangelischen Dogmatik besteht darin, die Erkenntniss darzulegen, die sich dem Glauben aus der Aneignung der von der Schrift bezeugten Gottesoffenbarung ergiebt.”  This means that Dogmatics must set forth faith, that is, the knowledge-content involved in faith, which results from the appropriation of the divine revelation given in Scripture.  In the study of Scripture faith fastens on certain truths and appropriates these.  It does not accept them, however, because they are infallibly given by revelation and therefore authoritative, but because they commend themselves by their practical value for the religious subject.  The knowledge-content of faith is therefore after all a content selected by man.  Consequently, even Kaftan does not succeed in maintaining the objective character of Dogmatics. 

The position of Lobstein agrees with that of Kaftan.  He speaks of faith as being both the object and the source of Dogmatics, but also mentions the gospel as the source.  The synthesis of these two is expressed in the following words:  “Faith is the legitimate and pure source of Dogmatics only when it is in union with the divine factor which inspires it and which, without ceasing, conditions and establishes it.  The source of Dogmatics is that faith which has assimilated to itself the eternal essence of the gospel, or the gospel in its apprehension by the mysterious power of faith.”  (An Introduciton to Protestant Dogmatics, p. 91f.)  Both of these men want to maintain the objective and normative character of Dogmatics, but in view of the fact that with them faith is really the immediate source of Dogmatics, it can hardly be said that they have succeeded.  
c. The View of Troeltsch 

Troeltsch was motive by a desire to secure for Dogmatics a greater measure of objectivity, and therefore suggested a religious-historical norm of more universal validity than that of the Ritschlians, in order to establish the truth of the Christian religion.  In his estimation this should not be sought merely in the study of what the history of the Christian religion has to offer, but in the study of religions in general.  In his scheme Dogmatics really derives its subject-matter from history, the history of religions.  
According to him it has a threefold task.  The first of these is to establish the supremacy of the Christian religion over other religions.  The dogmatician must begin with the study of the history of the various religions.  In the course of this study a standard or norm emerges in virtue of a religious a priori in the human consciousness, which cannot be demonstrated but is nevertheless real and determinative, and enables us to decide in favor of Christianity.  The judgment so reached is not a mere value judgment, but one that has ontological significance.  
Having established the supreme character of the Christian religion, the dogmatician must, in the second place, determine the real meaning of Christianity or discover its essence.  Troeltsch says that it is characteristic of Christianity that it ever leads to new interpretations, so that the conception of its essence will naturally change from time to time.  He expresses his own view of it in these words: “Christian religious faith is faith in the regeneration of man who is alienated from God, a regeneration effected through the knowledge of God in Christ.  The consequence of this regeneration is union with God and social fellowship so as to constitute the kingdom of God.”  (Cf. Gruetzmacher, Textbuch zur systematischen Theologie, p. 211f.)  

Finally, the third task of Dogmatics is to expound the content of Christianity so conceived, and to formulate the doctrines of God, man, and redemption that are involved in this general conception of it.  This view is more objective than that of the Ritschlian in its appeal to the history of religions in general, but does not entirely break with the empiricism of Schleiermacher and Ritschl.  In distinction from the view of these men it does not want to exclude metaphysics.  However, it does not represent a return to the objective basis found in the Word of God.  
d. The Position of Schaeder 

Schaeder criticizes both the Ritschlian position and that of Troeltsch.  The former simply postulates a God, in order to secure certain moral interests; and the latter leaves Jesus too much amid the relativism of history, instead of seeing in Him the unique revelation of God in history.  History records man’s search for God, and not God’s finding man through His revelation.  Theology must cease to be man-centered, and should become God-centered.  In Schaeder’s opinion the glory and the majesty of God were compromised too much in the anthropocentric theology that prevailed since the days of Schleiermacher.  This sounds very promising, but Schaeder does not succeed in rising above the subjectivism of the theology which he condemns.  He does not recognize the Word of God as the only source and norm of theology.  His starting point is, after all, also purely subjective.  It is the revelation wrought by the Spirit of God in man, a revelation which becomes ours only through the faith wrought in us.  To this revelation Scripture, nature, history, and Christ also make their contribution.  From this revelation, mediated to us through faith, Dogmatics must deal first of all with that which is most fundamental in God, namely, His majesty or absolute sovereignty; then it must treat of the holiness of God in its close and unqualified relationship to the majesty of God; and, finally, it must unfold the idea of the love of God, especially as it is revealed in Jesus Christ, in organic connection with both the majesty and the holiness of God.  “Auf diese Weise ergeben sich drei einfache Teile des dogmatischen Entwurfes: Gott der Herr, Gott der helige, Gott der libende oder der Vater …  So ist die ganze Theologie wirklich Gotteslehre.  Sie ist aber au dem Glauben und fuer den Gluben.”  (Theozentrische Theologie II, p. 313.)  The method of Schaeder does not differ fundamentally from that of Schleiermacher; but while Schleiermacher’s theology can hardly be said to rise above the level of anthropology, that of Schaeder strongly emphasizes the fact that it must be God-centered.  And in striving to make it this he does not rule out the theoretic element.  
e. The Barthian View 

The conception of Barth respecting the task of Dogmatics can best be indicated briefly by quoting some of his own words.  Says he: “As a theological discipline, dogmatics is the scientific test to which the Christian Church puts herself regarding the language about God which is peculiar to her.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 1.)   The task of Dogmatics is therefore to test the language of the Church respecting God, in order to make sure that it is in agreement with the divine revelation.  In God in Action, p. 53 Barth expresses himself as follows: “Dogmatics must test dogma (not dogmas) to see that dogma corresponds to the true object. …  Dogmatics has the task of interpreting the corresponding co-relation of the dogma.  But beyond that its task is to carry on a comprehensive investigation of the entire Church’s language, concepts, phrases, and ways of thinking in the present.”  He rejects the Roman Catholic conception of Dogmatics, and the tendency towards a similar view in the old Protestant tradition, to the effect that the task of Dogmatics is merely “the combination, repetition, and transcription of a number of already present ‘truths of revelation,’ once for all expressed and authentically defined as to wording and meaning.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 15.)  In Credo he expresses himself in a slightly different way: “Dogmatics endeavors to take what is first said to it in the revelation of God’s reality, and to think it over again in human thoughts and to say it over again in human speech.  To that end dogmatics unfolds and displays those truths in which the truth of God concretely meets us.  It articulates again the articles of faith; it attempts to see them and to make them plain in their interconnection and context; where necessary it enquires after new articles of faith, i.e. articles that have not up to now been known and acknowledged.”  (p. 3.)    

The fundamental idea from which to start, in order to understand the representation of Barth, is that of “Church proclamation.”  Just what does Barth mean by that?  He tells us that not all languages of the Church about God is Church proclamation.  Words addressed to God in prayer, singing, and confession, do not form a part of it; neither do the social activities of the Church.  Even the instruction of the youth cannot be so called, since it “has to teach, not to convert, not to ‘bring to a decision,’ and to that extent not to proclaim.”  Theology cannot claim to be such proclamation, though it is also language about God to men.  “Proclamation is its presupposition, its raw material and its practical goal, not its content or its task.” Naturally, proclamation also means to speak about God, but in it “is concealed, as the meaning of this action, the intention to speak the word of God Himself.”  It is speaking with the expectation that in it God Himself will be the speaker.  “Proclamation is human language in and through which God Himself speaks, like a king through the mouth of his herald. …  Where human language about God is proclamation, it raises this claim, it lives in this atmosphere of expectation.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, pp. 51-57.)   Now dogma is Church proclamation in so far as it really agrees with the original revelation attested in Scripture, in which God is, of course, the speaker.  It is revealed truth, and therefore quite different from dogmas, which are mere doctrinal propositions formulated by the Church, and therefore words of men.  And now “Dogmatics must test dogma (not dogmas) to see that dogma corresponds to the true object.”
(God in Action, p. 53.)   “It is inquiry about the Word of God in Church proclamation, must be the critical inquiry as to the agreement of Church proclamation, not with any norm of human truth or human value … but with the revelation attested in Holy Scripture.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 304.)   The goal of Dogmatics is dogma, that is, it aims at the agreement of Church proclamation with the original revelation.  Barth reminds us, however of the fact that “the dogma after which Dogmatics inquires is not the truth of revelation, but it is on the way to the truth of revelation.”  (Ibid., p. 307.)  
2. THE REFORMED CONCEPTION OF THE TASK OF DOGMATICS 

In distinction from the views discussed in the preceding, Reformed theologians maintain that it is the task of Dogmatics “to set forth in scientific form absolutely valid truth, and to embrace the entirety of Christian doctrine.”  (Hodge)  Bavinck expresses it in these words: De dogmatiek heft juist tot taak, om dien inhoud der openbaring, welke op de kennisse Gods betrekking heft, denkend te reproduceeren.”  (“Dogmatics has exactly the task to reproduce intellectually that content of revelation that bears on the knowledge of God.”  Gereformeerde Dogmatiek I, p. 25.)  It seeks to give a systematic presentation of all the doctrine truths of the Christian religion.  It may not rest satisfied with a description of what was at one time the content of the faith of the Church, but must aim at absolute or ideal truth.  It is not a purely historical or descriptive science, but one that has normative significance.   In the task to be performed by Dogmatics we can distinguish three different phases.  
a.  A Constructive Task.  The dogmatician deals primarily with the dogmas embodied in 

the confession of his Church, and seeks to combine them into a systematic whole.  He must do this in such a manner that the organic relations of the various elements of the divine truth stand out clearly.  This is not quite as easy a task as Lobstein seems to think.  It requires more than a mere logical arrangement of the truths that are clearly formulated in the confession of the Church.  Many truths that are merely stated in general terms must be formulated; the connecting links between the separate dogmas must be discovered and supplied and formulated in such a way that the organic connection of the various dogmas becomes clear; and new lines of development must be suggested, which are in harmony with the theological structure of the past.  For all its content it must draw directly on Scripture, and not on religious experience or faith (Schleiermacher, Ritschl, Kaftan, Schaeder), nor on history (Troeltsch), nor on Church proclamation (Barth), thus making God’s revelation in Scripture merely a norm by which to test its content.  
b. A demonstrative and defensive task.  It is not sufficient to systematize the dogmas of 
the Church, since this would make Dogmatics merely descriptive.  The dogmaticisn must demonstrate the truth of the system which he presents as his own.  He must show that every part of it strikes its roots deep down into the subsoil of Scripture.  Bible proof which takes account of the progressive character of the divine revelation should be given for the separate dogmas, for the connecting links, and for the new elements suggested.  Dogmatics is in search of absolute truth.  It may not be able to reach this in every particular, but should nevertheless seek to approach it as much as possible.  Moreover, account must be taken of the historical departures from the truth, in order that this may stand out with greater clearness.  All attacks on the dogmas embodied in the system, should be warded off, so that the real strength of the position assumed may clearly appear.  
c.  A critical task.  The dogmatician may not, with Harnack, proceed on the assumption that the doctrinal development of the past was one gigantic error, and that he must therefore begin his work de novo.  This would reveal a lack of respect for the guidance of the Holy Spirit in the past history of the Church, and give evidence of an undue amount of self-confidence.  At the same time he must be severely critical of the system which he proposes, and allow for the possibility of a departure from the truth at some point or other.  If he detects errors even in the dogmas of the Church, he must seek to remedy them in the proper way; and if he discovers lacunae, he should earnestly endeavor to supply what is lacking.  He should bend every effort to the advancement of the science of Dogmatics.  
B.  THE METHOD OF DOGMATICS 

The word “method” does not always have the same connotation, and is not always used with the same latitude in works on dogmatic theology.  In some of them the discussion of the method of Dogmatics includes, if it is not limited to, a consideration of the necessary qualifications for the study of Dogmatics, and the distribution of the contents of Dogmatics in the construction of the system.  Strictly speaking, however, the method of Dogmatics concerns only the way in which the content of Dogmatics is obtained, that is, the source or sources from which it is derived, and the manner in which it is secured.  It is to the consideration of these two points that the present discussion will be limited.  

1.  VARIOUS VIEWS AS TO THE SOURCE FROM WHICH THE CONTENT OF DOGMATICS IS DERIVED.  

The first question that comes into consideration is therefore that of the source and norm of Dogmatics.  Historically, there are especially three views that come into consideration, namely: (a) that Scripture is the source of Dogmatics; (b) that the teaching of the Church constitutes the real source; and (c) that the Christian consciousness must be regarded as the source.  These three will be considered in succession.  

a.  HOLY SCRIPTURE.

WARFIELD: SCRIPTURE = PRINCIPIUM PRIMARIUS OF THEOLOGY 

Holy Scripture was generally recognized from the earliest times, if not as the fons or principium unicum, at least as the fons primarius of theology, and therefore also of Dogmatics.  God’s general revelation in nature was frequently, and is also now sometimes, recognized as a secondary source.  Warfield says that “the sole source of theology is revelation.”  Taking into consideration, however, that God revealed Himself in divers manners, he also recognizes as “true and valid” sources God’s revelation in nature, providence and Christian experience.  They all furnish some data for theology.  “But,” says he, “it remains nevertheless true that we should be confined to a meager and doubtful theology were these data not confirmed, reinforced, and supplemented by the surer and fuller revelations of Scripture; and that the Holy Scriptures are the source of theology in not only a degree but also in a sense in which nothing else is.” (“The Idea of Systematic Theology,” in Studies in Theology, p. 63.)  He would certainly call Holy Scripture the fons primarius of theology.  
TURRETIN, KUYPER, BAVINCK, THORNWELL, GIRARDEAU: 

SCRIPTURE = PRINCIPIUM UNICUM OF THEOLOGY 


Other Reformed theologians, such as Turretin, Kuyper, Bavinck, Thornwell, and Girardeau, do not hesitate to speak of it as the principium unicum (“unicum” in the sense of “only,” and not merely in that of “unique), or as the sole source and norm of theology.  They, of course, do not mean to deny that the theologian can also obtain some knowledge of God from His general revelation; but they maintain that, since the entrance of sin into the world, men can gather true knowledge of God from His general revelation only if he studies it in the light of Scripture, in which the elements of God’s original self-revelation, which were obscured and perverted by the blight of sin, are republished, corrected, and interpreted.  Consequently, the theologian must always turn to Scripture for reliable knowledge of God and of His relations to His creatures.  Moreover, he can obtain no knowledge whatsoever of God’s redemptive work in Jesus Christ, except from special revelation, and this is knowledge of supreme significance.  It is only on the basis of Scripture therefore that one can construct a system of dogmatic theology.

DOGMATICIAN USES STUDIES ON REVELATION, INSPIRATION, 

BIBLICAL INTRODUCTION, ESP. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 


In his use of Scripture the dogmatician will naturally take into account the results of his previous studies concerning Revelation and Inspiration, General and Special Introduction, Sacred History, and especially of the Historia Revelationis or Biblical Theology.  In the opinion of some this means that he should regard the Bible as a collection of old Israelitish and early Christian literature of very unequal verity and value, should accept as historically true only those parts that are attested by historical criticism, and should ascribe normative significance only to the elements that approve themselves to the Christian consciousness.  Such principles naturally lead to all kinds of arbitrary limitations of the special revelation of God as a source of theology.

MODERN EMPIRICAL THEOLOGIANS DISCREDIT BIBLE 

AS A SOURCE OF THEOLOGY 


Modern empirical theologians, averse to the idea of an authoritative revelation of God, and eager to secure the scientific character of their theology by applying scientific methods in its study, discredit the Bible as a source of theology entirely, though in some cases still ascribing to it some sort of normative significance.  They seek the source of their theology in the Christian consciousness.  The theology of Schleiermacher is purely subjective and experimental.  The Ritschlians, it is true, still ascribe revelation significance to Scripture, but restrict it to the New Testament, and more particularly to those elements on which the faith of the Church fastens, and which are apprehended and verified by faith.

REFORMED THEOLOGIANS ACCEPT WHOLE OF SCRIPTURE  

AS GOD-INSPIRED REVELATION, SOURCE OF THEOLOGY 

NOT ALL PARTS HAVE EQUAL SIGNIFICANCE; EARLY AND LATER; DO NOT PROOF-TEXT 

ALWAYS INTERPRET SCRIPTURE ACCORDING TO ANALOGY OF FAITH/SCRIPTURE  


Reformed theologians, however, refuse to be led into that labyrinth of subjectivism, and accept the whole of Scripture as the divinely inspired revelation of God and as the source of theology.  Nevertheless, they realize that all parts do not have equal doctrinal significance, that the earlier revelations are not as full and explicit as the later ones, and that doctrines should not be based on isolated passages of Scripture, but on the sum-total of the doctrinal teachings of the Bible.  They feel that it is absolutely wrong to follow what a certain writer calls “the cafeteria style” of using the Bible, selecting only what satisfies one’s taste and ignoring all the rest.  The dogmaticism should always study Scripture according to the analogia Scriptura.  
BECK: THEOLOGY GATHER ALL MATERIAL FROM SCRIPTURE ONLY, 

IGNORING PHILSOOPHY & CHURCH DOCTRINES 

GOD’S REVELATION IN SCRIPTURE = ORGANIC WHOLE – INTERRELATED PARTS, 

MOVES FORWARD IN UNITARY DEVELOPMENT 

THEOLOGIAN SIMPLY REPRODUCES TRUTH AS OBJECTIVELY GIVEN IN SCRIPTURE 


At the same time they do not follow the so-called Biblical method of Beck, who was strongly under the influence of Oetinger, though he avoided the mysticism of the latter.  Beck opposed the subjectivism of Schleiermacher and his followers.  He stressed the fact that the theologian must gather all his material from Scripture and from Scripture only, ignoring not only all philosophical theories, but also all Church doctrines.  He regarded the divine revelation in Scripture as an organic whole, consisting of several interrelated parts, moving forward in a unitary development, and finally reaching its consummation under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  The theologian simply has the task to reproduce the truth as it is objectively given in Scripture, and in so doing this should follow no other method than that which Scripture itself suggests.  His exposition should follow the line of development indicated in Scripture, in which all parts of the truth are organically related.
CRITIQUE OF BECK: SCRIPTURE DOESN’T CONTAIN LOGICAL SYSTEM; 

SCRIPTURE’S ORDER IS HISTORICAL, NOT LOGICAL; 

DOCMATIC THEOLOGY EXPOUNDS THOUGHTS OF GOD 

IN A FORM ADAPTED TO THEOLOGIAN’S TIME; 

THEOLOGIAN HAS OWN CONVICTIONS


This method does not sufficiently take into account the fact that Scripture does not contain  logical system of doctrine, which we can simply copy; that the order which it follows is historical rather than logical; that dogmatic theology should be an exposition of the thoughts of God, appropriated and assimilated by the human consciousness, and expressed in a language and scientific form adapted to the dogmatician’s own time; and that the dogmatician never comes to the study of Scripture without any prepossessions, but always represents a certain ecclesiastical standpoint and has certain positive personal convictions, which will naturally be reflected in his work.  
BARTH’S “THEOLOGY OF WORD OF GOD” DOESN’T AGREE WITH REFORMATION

#1 BIBLE IS ONLY WITNESS TO SPECIAL REVELATION, NOT REVELATION ITSELF

#2 WORD OF GOD IS ALWAYS GOD SPEAKING, NEVER OBJECTIFIED TO “TEXTBOOK OF FAITH”

THEOLOGY’S SOURCE: THE CHURCH’S PROCLAMATION OF WORD OF GOD, 

INSOFAR AS IT IS REALLY THE SPEAKING OF GOD 

One of the most recent names applied to the theology of Barth is “Theology of the Word of God.”  Barth denies general revelation, is violently opposed to the subjectivism of modern theology, and stresses the necessity of special revelation for the knowledge of (concerning) God.  It would be a mistake, however, to infer from this that he agrees with the Protestantism of the Reformation in its conception of the Bible as the source of theology.  In the first place the Bible should not be identified with the special revelation of God, but can only be regarded as a witness to that revelation.  And in the second place special revelation is always simply God speaking; it can never be objectified and made static in a book, so that this becomes, in the words of Dr. Machen, “the supreme text-book on the subject of faith.”  God’s special revelation is not a book, from which the theologian can simply gather his material.  Consequently it is not the Bible, nor a part of the Bible, but simply God’s speaking to man, to which the Bible bears witness, and by which the Church’s speaking about God must be tested.  And if the question is asked, Where does theology find its material, the answer can only be: in the Church’s proclamation of the Word of God in so far as this is really the speaking of God.  “In Dogmatics,” says Barth, “it can never be a question of the mere combination, repetition, and summarizing of Biblical doctrine.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 16.)  Says Mackintosh in stating Barth’s view: “Dogmatics, therefore, starts from the message preached and taught by the Church, and finds the materials of its discussion there.  When the Church speaks of God, it claims to be declaring His Word.  And for Dogmatics the central question is this: how is the Church’s language, in its intention and content, fit to serve and express the Word of God.”  (Types of Modern Theology, p. 274.)  In view of all this it is no wonder that Barth says: “There is, to be sure, a history of the Reformed Churches, and there are documentary statements of their beliefs, together with classical expositions of their theory and practice, which command (and always will command) the attention, respect, and consideration of every one who calls himself a Reformed churchman; but in the truest sense there is no such thing as Reformed doctrine” (italics mine; The Word of God and the Word of Man, p. 229).
b.  THE TEACHING OF THE CHURCH.
THE ROMAN CATHOLIC VIEW 

The teaching of the Church of its confession is also regarded by some as the source of theology.  The Roman Catholic Church in a certain sense indeed regards Holy Scripture as a source of theology, but denies that it is the complete supernatural revelation of God and supplements it with what is called “apostolic tradition.”  These two in a way constitute the source of theology, and yet it is hardly correct to say that, in the estimation of this Church, these two together constitute the source and norm of theology, though Roman Catholic writers often speak as if they do.  In reality they constitute the source and norm of theology only as they are infallibly authenticated and interpreted by the Church.  Roman Catholics do say that Scripture and tradition are the sources of theology, but deny the right of private interpretation.  They maintain that we receive both Scripture and tradition at the hands of the Church, which determines what books belong to the canon, and what tradition is authentic.  Moreover, they hold that both must be read through the spectacles of the Church.

Consequently, though both Scripture and tradition may be regarded as sources of theology, only the teachings of the Church, which are irrevocable, constitute the real source and the rule of faith.  In considering the question, whence the Church draws it teaching, or where revelation is deposited and preserved, Wilmers says: We answer: from two sources – Scripture and tradition.  As these two sources contain the subject-matter of our faith, they are called sources of faith; and as they determine our faith, they are likewise called rules of faith.  They are, however, only the remote or mediate rules of faith, while the immediate rule is the teaching Church.  (Handbook of the Christian Religion, p. 134.)  And Gibbons asserts that “God never intended the Bible to be the Christian’s rule of faith, independently of the living authority of the Church.”  (Faith of Our Fathers, p. 77.)  Dr. D.S. Schaff says: “The Tridentine position was reaffirmed by the Vatican Council when it stated that ‘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 solemn judgment or by virtue of her ordinary and universal teaching function offers for belief as having been divinely revealed.”  (Our Father’s Faith and Ours, p. 148.)   The situation is this, that nothing can be accepted as true or received as an article of faith, which has not been defined and proposed b y the Church.  “She still retains the apostolic commission,” says Thornwell, “and is the only accredited organ of God’s Spirit for the instruction of mankind in all that pertains to life and godliness.”  (Collected Works I, p. 43.)  Strictly speaking, it is the voice of the Church that is heard in both Scripture and tradition.  She only is the supreme oracle of God, and therefore it is no wonder that she does not regard the reading of the Bible as an absolute necessity, and even discourages this among the laity.
CRITIQUE OF ROMAN CATHOLIC VIEW 


This Roman Catholic view is a misconception of the relation that obtains between the Church and the truth with which theology deals.  It was the truth that gave birth to the Church, and not the Church that produced the truth.  Consequently, she cannot be regarded as the principium theologiae.  All her claims and all her teachings must be tested by Scripture, and are valid only in so far as they have Scriptural warrant.  The Church of Rome cannot maintain her claim to a perpetual apostolic inspiration, and therefore even her so-called tradition must be submitted to the test of Scripture.  The tests which the Roman Catholic Church herself applies are not sufficient.
OTHERS MINIMIZE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE CHURCH FOR THEOLOGY; 
SETS THEOLOGIAN FREE FROM BONDAGE OF CREEDS 


But if the Church of Rome has an exaggerated view of the significance of the Church and its teachings, others are clearly inclined to minimize their importance.  There is a widespread aversion at the present time to ascribe any binding character, any authority whatsoever, to the Church’s creedal formulations of the truth.  While the historical value of the creeds is frankly admitted, their normative significance is questioned, if not explicitly denied.  Curtis regards it as a very dubious practice to demand of the officers of the Church that they subscribe to its creed.  (History of Creeds and Confessions of Faith, pp. 447-466.)    Allen calls upon the members of the Anglican Church to stand fast in the liberty with which Christ has made them free, and to shake off the yoke of bondage paced upon them in the creed.  (Freedom in the Church, p. 194 ff.)  And William Adams Brown, while in his recent work, A Creed for Free Men, still pleading for a Creed, does not want to be misunderstood, and therefore says: “By a unifying Creed, let me hasten to explain, I do no mean a set of beliefs prescribed by authority, whether it be of Church or State, which one must take as it is given to one as a test of orthodoxy.  I mean a definite grouping of the convictions which give meaning to life and direction to activity, which may serve as a guide for personal conduct and a means of understanding with one’s neighbors.”  (p. 9.)  Even Barth and Brunner, while regarding the Creeds as venerable and worthy of respect, refuse to ascribe to them authority and to regard them as rigid tests of orthodoxy.  They stress the fact that the Creeds are expressions but not objects of faith.  (Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man, p. 229; Brunner, The Word and the World, p. 70.)  Quite generally the position is taken that the theologian, while appreciating the historical value of the Creeds and Confessions of the Protestant Churches and gratefully using them as historical guides, should not feel himself bound by their teachings, but should be entirely untrammeled in his scientific investigations.
CREEDS DO CONTAIN CHURCH’S TESTIMONY (THORNWELL), 

THUS WE SHOULD PRESUME TO RESPECT THE CHURCH’S AUTHORITY IN HER CONFESSION 

It is only proper, however, to avoid both of the extremes just described.  Creeds and Confessions, it goes without saying, may never be placed on a level with Holy Scripture as sources of theology.  The Bible is the only source, and the Creeds should be interpreted in the light of Scripture, and not Scripture in the light of the Creeds.  At the same time the Creeds contain the testimony of the Church respecting the truth revealed in the Bible; and the fact that she was guided in the development of the truth by the Holy Spirit is, to express it in the words of Thornwell, “a venerable presumption in favor of the divine authority of all that she proposes.”  The Church in drawing up a Creed proposes it as her carefully considered and prayerfully accepted conception and expression of the absolute truth revealed in the Word of God; and they who join that Church therefore signify their adherence to the truth of God’s Word as it is confessed in its Creed.  Common honesty demands of them that, as long as they remain members of that Church, they shall abide by her expression of the truth and teach nothing that is contrary to her standards.  

ESPECIALLY CHURCH OFFICERS ARE OFFICERS OF THE CHURCH, 

MUST ABIDE BY CHURCH’S CREEDS 

This demand, of course, holds very emphatically for the officers and teachers of the Church.  The theologian is always the theologian of a particular Church.  He receives the truth in her communion, shares her convictions, and promises to teach and propagate these as long as they do not prove to be contrary to the Word of God.  While he does not consider the Creed to be infallible, he accepts its teachings as the expression of absolute truth until the contrary appears.  It may be said that these teachings constitute a bias, and this is perfectly true; but no one ever takes up a study without any prepossessions.  Every theologian in entering upon his task has certain convictions which he cannot set aside at will, because he cannot eliminate himself.

c.  THE CHRISTIAN CONSCIOUSNESS 

SCHLEIERMACHER 

Under the influence of Schleiermacher and Ritschl it has become quite customary in many circles to regard the Christian consciousness as the source of theology, the only source from which it derives its material.  For Schleiermacher the dogmas of the Church are the scientific expression of the pious feelings which the believer, on close and conscientious self-examination, perceives in his heart.  The Christian consciousness of the individual, but especially of the religious community, is the gold-mine from which the dogmas of the Church must be drawn.  At the same time he believes that the truths derived from this source, in order to become an integral part of the organism of evangelical doctrine, should find support in the confessions of the Church and in the New Testament.  While he does not recognize the Bible as the source of theology, he does ascribe a certain normative significance to the New Testament, since it contains the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, and describes the experiences of those who lived in immediate contact with Him.  Because of their intimate association with Christ their experiences have normative significance for us.
RITSCHL 

Ritschlians criticize the subjectivism of Schleiermacher and his followers, which results in changing Dogmatics from a normative to a purely descriptive science, and make an attempt to safeguard the objective character of theology.  They claim to derive their dogmas from a historical revelation, the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, as it is recorded in the Gospels, that is, the revelation embodied in the life and the teachings of Jesus, and especially in His work as the founder of the Kingdom of God.  They often speak of that revelation as the source of theology.  This does not mean, however, that they regard this as the direct source of theological doctrines.  They even deny explicitly that it should be so considered, and this is but natural.  Since they limit the Scriptural source to the historical revelation of God in Jesus Christ, the question naturally arises as to the ground for this limitation; and this is found only in the faith of the Church.  Faith fastens on those elements of the historical revelation that are of real value for the Christian life, since they engender true piety.  And the elements so appropriated constitute the material for the doctrinal system.  Hence the faith of the Church is really the direct source of its theology, and so the contents of the theological system is after all subjectively determined.  Faith comes in between the historical revelation in Christ and the theologian.  The religious consciousness is still the source of theology.  But even so the full subjectivity of the Ritschlian position does not yet appear.  Dogmatics should not be regarded as “the science of the objects of faith,” but as “the science of the Christian faith.”  (Kaftan, The Truth of the Christian Religion II, p. 409.)   The task of the dogmatician, says Lobstain, “consists in analyzing the faith of the Church, in developing its content, in connecting together its affirmations.”  (An Introduction to Protestant Dogmatics, p. 91.)   He is concerned with faith’s understanding of revelation, and considers the idea of faith in the light of a particular theory of religious knowledge, and the test which he applies is primarily of a pragmatic kind.  What works in religion is true in theology.  Garvie says that according to Ritschl, “A doctrine is true, not because it is in the Bible, but because it verifies itself experimentally and practically.”  (Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, X. p. 816.)  
ERLANGEN SCHOOL, TROELTSCH, WOBBERMIN, SCHAEDER, LEMME 

ETHICALS IN NETHERLANDS, W.A. BROWN, BECKWITH, D.C. MACINTOSH, G.B. FOSTER 


The idea that the Christian consciousness is the source of theology is rather common in present day theological literature.  Even the Erlangen school takes its starting point in experience, and Troeltsch, in spite of his appeal to the history of religions in general, did not succeed in rising above the subjectivism of Schleiermacher and Ritschl.  Wobbermin in principle goes back to Schleiermacher, and even Schaeder with his theocentric emphasis does not escape his subjectivism.  The same experimental view is found in Lemme’s Christliche Glaubenslehre, and in Schultz’s Grundriss der evangelischen Dogmatik.  It also characterizes the theology of the Ethicals in the Netherlands.  And in our own country the Christian consciousness is regarded as the source of theology by such men as William Adams Brown (Christian Theology in Outline), Beckwith (Realities of Christian Theology), D.C. Macintosh (Theology as an Empirical Science), and G.B. Foster (Christianity in its Modern Expression).  Many of those who adopt this position are still inclined to recognize Scripture in some sense as an objective authority, though not as an infallibly inspired revelation of God. 
OBJECTIONS TO CHRISTIAN CONSCIOUSNESS AS SOURCE OF THEOLOGY


Now there are some obvious objections to the notion that the Christian consciousness is the source, or even one of the sources of theology.  (1) History and experience teach us that it is the acceptance and assimilation of the truth, which is revealed in the Word of God, that determines the nature of our Christian experience, and not vice versa.  (2)  In the interpretation of his experience man is always in danger of confusing what is from man with what is from God, and of allowing the imperfect thought of the individual or of the community to condition and limit his theology.  (3) Many truths which are of the greatest importance in theology cannot be experienced.  In  the strict sense of the word man cannot experience God, though he may experience His operations.  How can he experience such objective historical facts as the creation of the world, the fall of man, the incarnation of the Logos, the atoning death of Christ, His resurrection from the dead, His physical return, and so on?  Consistency in this matter will result in one of two things: either it will impose upon experience a burden which it cannot bear, or it will seriously impoverish theology.  (4) The interpretation of the data of the Christian consciousness with its currents and cross-currents, and with all its fluctuations, is a process, which is so delicate and in which man is so liable to error, that in all probability very few satisfactory inferences can be drawn from it.  Absolute truth cannot be reached in that way, and yet this is the very thing at which dogmatic theology aims.  (5) While it may be true that saving faith, at least in a general way, implicates a system of doctrine, it does not follow that such a system can be deduced from the Christian consciousness, even when this is more or less controlled by Scripture.  Frank attempted to derive a whole system from the principle of regeneration, but it can hardly be said that he was successful.  (6) It is a striking fact that they who so confidently speak of the Christian consciousness as the source of theology, frequently insist on it that its deliverances be brought to the touchstone of Scripture, and can be regarded as valid data for the construction of a system of theology only when they are in agreement with the written Word of God. 

CHRISTIAN CONSCIOUSNESS: NOT A SOURCE OF, BUT 

A FACTOR IN THEOLOGY


The fact that Christian experience or the Christian consciousness is not the source of theology does not mean that it is not a factor, and even an important factor, in the construction of the dogmatic system.  Some Reformed theologians, such as H.B. Smith, Van Oosterzee, McPherson, and Warfield, even speak of it as a real, though subsidiary, source of theology.  The latter says, however, “that probably few satisfactory inferences could be drawn from it, had we not the norm of Christian experience and its dogmatic implications recorded for us in the perspicuous pages of the written Word.”  (“The Idea of Systematic Theology,” in Studies in Theology, p. 62.)  If we bear in mind, however, that religious knowledge differs from all other knowledge in that it does not rest on one’s own insight into the truth, nor on the authority of any man, but only on the authority of God, then we feel that the religious consciousness can hardly be an independent source of theology.  The attempt to make man autonomous in this respect exposes one on the one hand to the danger of Deism, which makes man independent of God, and on the other hand, to the danger of Pantheism, which identifies him with God.  Scripture never refers to the Christian consciousness as a source and norm of the truth.  Moreover, the religious consciousness is  determined to a great extent by the environment in which man lives, reveals significant variations, and therefore cannot be regarded as a dependable source.


At the same time the religious consciousness will always be an important factor in the construction of a system of dogmatic theology.  Only the Christian theologian has a proper insight into the truth as it is revealed in the Word of God, and is therefore qualified to give a systematic representation of it.  While his faith cannot be regarded as a fountain from which the living waters spring, it is nevertheless the channel that carries them to him from the perennial wellspring of Scripture.  And his personal appropriation of the truths of revelation will naturally be reflected in his construction of the truth.  The dogmatician, engaging in his work, will not nbe able to set aside his individual convictions, nor the convictions which he has in common with the Church to which he belongs.  The product of his theological labors will necessarily bear a personal imprint.  Moreover, Christian experience may serve to verify many of the truths of the Christian religion and to make them stand out as living realities in the Christian life.  While it adds nothing to the truth of what is recorded in the Word of God, it may greatly strengthen the subjective apprehension of it, and therefore has great apologetical value.  
2. THE MANNER IN WHICH THE MATERIAL IS SECURED AND TREATED.  

Several methods of obtaining and dealing with theological truth have been suggested and applied, of which the following may be regarded as the most important. 
a.  THE SPECULATIVE METHOD 

The term “speculative” is not always used in the same sense in philosophy and theology.  Speculative theology in one sense of the word is simply the antithesis of that Empiricism which maintains that all knowledge is based on experience.  Consistent Empiricism reduces all knowledge to the comprehension of the things that fall directly under the observation of the senses, and is therefore called Sensualism.  It yields knowledge of particular facts, but knows of no universal laws and principles, which unite them into an organic whole, and is therefore really equivalent to the negation of all scientific knowledge.  It is the function of reason to go beyond the particular and contingent fact, and to seek the underlying general and necessary principle, which unites the particular facts and ideas into a unity and gives them the coherence of a system.  This function of reason is sometimes designated as “speculation.”  Now speculation in this sense is absolutely essential in raising any kind of knowledge to the level of a science, and therefore cannot be dispensed with in theology.  Dogmatic theology aims at a systematic exposition of the knowledge of God in the relations in which He stands to His creation, and will never be able to accomplish its task without the organizing function of reason.


This is not the ordinary meaning, however, which, in the sphere of theology, attaches to “speculation” and “the speculative method.”  It denotes rather the method of philosophers and theologians who refuse to take their starting point in given facts and seek to construct a system in an a priori fashion, that is, without taking account of the data given by observation and experience.  It proceeds from the absolute and universal to the relative and particular in a purely deductive way.  Fleming says that it is characteristic of this method “not to set out from anything given as its subject, but from determinations which thought finds in itself as the necessary and primary ground of all being as of all thinking.”  (Vocabulary of the Philosophical Sciences, p. 486.)  In the application of this method the test of truth lies in its coherence or the consistency of its various propositions.  Whatever a man must necessarily think according to the laws of logic must be regarded as true.  This is the method which Bacon had in mind when he said: “The rationalists are like the spiders; they spin all out of their own bowels.”   The speculative method operates purely with abstract thought, and proceeds on the assumption that the worlds of thought is also the world of reality.  Kaftan states the peculiarity of the speculative method, when he says: “It is based on the presupposition that there is a creative function inherent in human thought; that in the human mind there slumbers the power of extending our knowledge beyond all experience, and that it only requires to be awakened by the intercourse with things; that to the so-called Laws of Thought there accrues a supernatural significance.”  (The Truth of the Christian Religion II, p. 231.)   Calecott expresses himself on this point as follows: “The kernel of the full doctrine is that Necessary thought is constructive of intelligent experience, and that the ‘idea’ or ‘object’ which it presents is entitled to our full belief as Real.  That we have some intelligent experience, and that it is veridical, is taken for granted; it is the fact ot be explained; whatever idea, or thought, or belief can be showsn to be necessarily involved or implied therein as its prius is a true thought; as veridical as the datum itself, to say the least.”  (The Philosophy of Religion, p. 30.)  According to this method human reason is not merely the instrument of thought, but is the very source of thought, and all necessary and coherent thought is also the Real.  And not only philosophy but also theology (which Hegel regards as philosophy speaking in symbols) is spun out of the human mind.   The philosophy of Hegel furnishes the classical example of this method, and this example is followed in the works of absolute Idealism.  

There are several obvious objections to the application of the speculative method, as it has been defined.  (1)  It proceeds on the assumption that the consciousness of man, which is here represented as absolute thought, is the source of theology; but, as we have seen in the preceding, it is quite impossible that the human consciousness should serve in that capacity.  (2) In this method we are moving entirely in the realm of thought, and do not touch the objective in the sense of something independent of and, so to speak outside of our own mental life, while in theology we are concerned with objective realities.  It may be said that what man necessarily thinks is objectively real, but this is an unwarranted idea.  (3) It ignores the historical facts of Christianity, which exist independently of human reason and cannot be deduced from it.  Moreover, it is limited to very general ideas, since, as Schleiermacher pointed out, pure thought is always limited to that which is general and can never yield particulars.  (4) It obliterates the essential distinction between philosophy and theology and makes theology something purely intellectual.  According to Hegel philosophy interprets ultimate reality in terms of pure thought, while theology represents the same reality in pictorial form, that is, in terms of the imagination.  Philosophy is higher theology, and theology is lower philosophy.  (5) It robs faith of its real Biblical character by reducing it to pure cognition.  It is the knowledge of the ordinary Christian, which can only be raised to the level of true knowledge by means of speculative reason.  Faith thus becomes something like the pistis of the Gnostics, as distinguished from the gnosis on which they prided themselves.  
b. THE EMPIRICAL METHOD 

The terms “empirical method” and “experimental method” are often used interchangeably.  Empiricism is quite the opposite of a priorism.  In the acquisition of knowledge it proceeds inductively rather than deductively.  It “allows nothing to be true nor certain but what is given by experience, and rejects all a priori knowledge.”  Theologians of the empirical school generally take experimental religion to be the object of theology.  In the study of this object they desire to employ the method of modern science, that is, the method of observation and induction.  Religion is made the object of careful observation, and all its manifestations are subjected to close scrutiny, in the historical study of the religions of the human race and in that of the psychology of religion.  After these manifestations are carefully described and classified, their explanation is sought in general principles; and when these principles are carefully formulated, they are, in turn, tested by further observation.  From the materials so gathered a system is constructed, which constitutes a philosophy of religion rather than a system of theological truth.

The preceding description is of a very general nature, and gives no indication of the different variations of the experimental method, which are rather numerous.  Macintosh classifies under the empirical method what he calls the mystical, the eclectic, and the scientific types.  (Theology as an Empirical Science, p. 7 ff.)   Wobbermin speaks of the religio-psychological method, which he also calls the Scheiermacherian-Jamesian method, and Lemme calls the method which he employs “die empirisch-descriptive Methode.”  The existing variations result from the various attempts that were made to overcome some of the weaknesses of the empirical method, and to meet such objections as the following: that it is altogether subjective; that it is purely individual and therefore has no general validity; and that it reduces theology to a rather highly specialized division of anthropology.  Some modern theologians realize that they must deal with their subject-matter theologically, and that this requires a very special effort on their part.  Macintosh wants it clearly understood that God is the object of his “Theology as an Empirical Science.”  And Schaeder very definitely wants his theology to be God-centered.  


Schleiermacher may be regarded as the father of the empirical method in theology.  Ritschl and the Ritschlians were opposed to his subjectivism and suggested a more objective method, but even their method is in the last analysis experimental.  The Erlangen theologians continued this method, and even Troeltsch did not entirely break with it.  Wobbermin’s religio-psychological method is in fact a return to the position of Schleiermacher; and even Schaeder finds God primarily in the experiences of the soul.  Thus it has been characteristic of modern theology to seek God in man, and to regard him as in some sense of the word continuous with man.  Barth, it is true, stresses the infinite distance between God and man, and emphasizes the fact that man can only know God by means of a special divine revelation.  But if the question is asked, Just where is God’s revelation?  Barth cannot tell, for it has no objective independent existence.  It does not exist in a definite form, so as to enable one to say, Here it is.  The Bible cannot be regarded as the infallibly inspired Word of God.  It merely bears witness to the original divine revelation to the prophets and particularly in Christ.  He can only say that God’s revelation is there, where God speaks directly to the human soul, speaks a word which is recognized as the Word of God only by a special operation of the Holy Spirit in each particular case.  The speaking of God is a revelation of God only for the one to whom God brings it home in faith.  The reception of this revelation is a unique experience for those who receive it.  Has Church proclamation, strictly speaking, any other source to draw on?  And if not, how far does Barth then really get away from the experimental method?  It may be said that, according to him, Church proclamation must be tested by the original revelation attested by Scripture, but that does not change matters.  Most of the experimental theologians regard the Bible as, in some sense of the word, a norm for the study of theology.  It is not surprising to find Rolston saying: “On Barthian premises, there is no way to prevent men from falling into a position which the Barthians themselves would abhor.  The system would inevitably tend to a vast subjectivity in which each man decided for himself just what portion of Scripture had authority for him.”  (A Conservative Looks to Bart and Brunner, p. 101.)  

However much the empirical method may be in vogue in modern theology, it is nevertheless open to several serious objections.  (1) The application of this method eo ipso rules out God as the object of theology, for it is not possible to investigate God experimentally.  He cannot be brought to the tests of observation and experience.  If some of those who apply this method feel that in the study of theology they should proceed beyond the knowledge of the phenomena of religion to the knowledge of God, and really make a serious attempt to move in that direction, they do it at the expense of their empirical method.  (2) Because the empirical method deals with the phenomena of experimental religion rather than with Go edas its object, it does not really succeed in constructing a system of theology at all, but merely yields a study in religious psychology.  James’ The Varieties of Religious Experience is regarded as a classic production of this method.  But however important this book may be, it is not theological.  (3) The strict application of the empirical method does not enable one to get beyond the surface even in the study of religion.  External tests can be applied to the phenomena of the religious life, but not to the inner life itself, not to the hidden depths of the soul from which the experiences of religion arise.   The empirical method pure and simple ties one down to a bare phenomenalism without unity or conscience, which is not even entitled to the name of science.  (4) Finally, the empirical method, even when it ceases to be purely empirical and allows the validity of reflection and inference, and admits of the application of general categories of thought, does not, as a rule, get beyond the description of subjective states of consciousness with their constant fluctuations.  The result is a purely descriptive science, and not one that has normative significance.  It abandons the field of objective religion, and seeks to achieve its triumphs in the realm of the subjective.  

c. THE GENETICO-SYNTHETIC METHOD
This method is sometimes called the theological method, or the method of authority, because it proceeds on the assumption that the divine self-revelation in Scripture is the principium cognoscendi externum of theology.   The presupposition is that God, and not religion, is the object of theology, and that the object can be known only because, and in so far as, it has revealed itself.  Consequently the data with which theology deals are not given in the Christian consciousness, but in the objective special revelation of God.  This self-revelation only can give us absolutely reliable knowledge of God.  Whatever knowledge may be derived from other sources, such as nature and the Christian consciousness, must be tested by the Word of God.

According to this method the dogmatician, while taking his stand in the confession of his Church, yet in the construction of his system proceeds from the data given in Scripture.  He enters into the rich harvest of the work that was done especially in exegesis and in the history of revelation or Biblical theology, and seeks to show how the dogmas of the Church are rooted, not in isolated passages of Scripture, but in Scripture as a whole, and are developed out of the divine revelation in an organic way.  In so far as he gathers his materials from Scripture his method may be called inductive, but this should not be represented as a sort of experimental method, as is done in a measure by Hodge, and also by Edgar.  For him Scripture not merely reveals certain facts which man may interpret as he sees fit and as he deems necessary in the age in which he lives, but also gives an infallible interpretation of the facts, an interpretation which he may not set aside at will, but must accept as authoritative.

In the application of the synthetic method the theologian will not merely receive isolated doctrines fro Scripture, but rather the divine truth as a whole revealed in facts and words.  The facts are the embodiments of the truths that are revealed, and the truths illumine the facts that stand out on the pages of Holy Writ.  The teachings of Scripture are seen in their grand unity, since the Bible indicates in various ways how its separate doctrines are interrelated.  Bearing all these data in mind, the dogmatician will seek to construct his system in a logical way, supplying whatever links may still be missing in the confession of the Church from the Bible as the fountain-head of religious truth, and calling attention to the various deviations from Scripture in the historical development of the truth.  It will be his constant endeavor to set forth all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge that are hidden in Christ and revealed in Scripture.  
C. DISTRIBUTION OF DOGMATICS 

There has been quite a variety of opinion respecting the proper distribution of the material of Dogmatics.   The principle of distribution has been derived from the subject-matter of theology, from the sources of its material content, from the manner in which this is treated, or from its historical development.  Naturally, this principle may not be chosen arbitrarily, but should be germane to the subject, should cover the whole field and assure to each part a natural place, and should maintain the proper proportions of the separate parts.  Logic would seem to require that in theology, as in all other sciences, the principle of division should be derived, not from its sources, its manner of treatment, or its historical development, but very decidedly from its subject-matter.  The following are the most important methods of distributing the dogmatic material adopted in the Protestant Church since the days of the Reformation. 

1.  THE TRINITARIAN METHOD 

To a certain extent Calvin and Zwingli paved the way for the Trinitarian distribution of the dogmatic material.  Their classification was not strictly Trinitarian, but was derived from the Apostolic Confession.  They followed up their discussion of God as Creator, God as Redeemer, and God as Sanctifier, with a separate book, dealing with the Church and the Sacraments.  The Dutch theologian, Melchior Leydekker (born 1642), a follower of Voetius, was the first one to apply the strictly Trinitarian method.  It did not become popular, however.  Hegel, who regarded the doctrine of the Trinity as the central doctrine of Christianity, brought it into prominence once more; and it is followed by Marheineke and Martensen.  This method naturally leads to an undue emphasis on the metaphysical in Dogmatics.  Logically, it excludes the discussion of the Trinity.  This can only be treated as a presupposition in a preliminary chapter.  Moreover, this method, with its excessive emphasis on the separate persons of the Godhead tends to obscure the fact that the divine opera ad extra are all opera essentialia, that is, works of the Divine Being as a whole, and to give them the appearance of opera personalia, works of the separate persons.  Finally, the various elements of anthropology and soteriology do not find a natural place in such a scheme.  For these reasons this method of distribution has found little favor, and does not deserve commendation.  

2. THE ANALYTICAL METHOD 

While the synthetic method begins with God, and then proceeds to discuss man, Christ, redemption, et cetera, until it finally reaches the end of all things, the analytical method, proposed by Calixtus (1614-1656), begins with what it considers the final cause or end of theology, namely, blessedness, then proceeds to the subject (God, angel, man, sin), and finally treats of the means by which it is secured (predestination, incarnation, Christ, justification, the Word, the Sacraments, and so on).  It surely makes a strange impression that theology should begin with the end, and that the end should be blessedness rather than the glory of God.  It is equally strange that in the second part God, angels, and men should be coordinated, as if blessedness were the end of theology for the one as well as for the other.  Moreover, the third part does scant justice to Soteriology, since it is silent on such subjects as regeneration, calling, conversion, faith, sanctification, and good works.  Notwithstanding this, the method of Calixtus was followed by several Lutheran theologians, though it meets with no favor at the present time.     
3. THE COVENANTAL METHOD 

Coccejus was the first to derive a principium divisionis from the covenant idea.  He distinguished, and dealt successively with, the fedus naturae et operum, and the foedus gratiae with its three subdivisions: ante legem, sub lege, and post legem.  Among the Reformed theologians of the Netherlands he was followed by Witsius and Vitringa, but in other circles his system found no favor.  And even in Reformed theology it was short-lived.  Among the Southern Presbyterians of our own country Dr. Thornwell followed a somewhat similar division.  He derives his principle of distribution from the moral government of God, and treats of the moral government in its simple form, the moral government modified by the covenant of works, and the moral government modified by the covenant of grace.  But in this division the principle of distribution is clearly not derived from the subject-matter as such, but from the history of its development.  Taking its starting point in the covenant between God and man, it can naturally discuss the doctrine of God and of man only by way of introduction.  Moreover, it virtually obliterates the distinction between the History of Revelation and Dogmatics, deprives Dogmatics of its absolute character, and leads to constant repetitions.  
4. THE CHRISTOLOGICAL METHOD 

Several theologians, both in Europe and in America, are of the opinion that all genuinely Christian theology should be Christocentric, and should therefore derive its principle of distribution from Christ or the saving operations of Christ.  This position is taken by Hase, Thomasius, Schultz, T.B. Strong, A. Fuller, H.B. Smith, and V. Gerhart.  Schultz treats of God and the world, and of man and sin, as presuppositions of the Christian salvation, and then proceeds to the discussion of the saving work of the Son of God (Person and work of Christ), and the saving acts of the Spirit of God (Church, means of grace, ordo salutis, perfecting of salvation).  A somewhat similar course is followed by Smith, who treats successively of the antecedents of redemption, the redemption itself, and the consequents or (to use a later term) the kingdom of redemption.  It is a sufficient condemnation of this method that the doctrines of God, of man, and of sin, must be placed outside of the system, and treated as prolegomena.  Christ is indeed the center of God’s revelation, but for that very reason cannot be the starting point.  Moreover, this method is sometimes (as, for instance, in the work of Gerhart) combined with the false notion that Christ, and not Scripture, is the principium cgnoscendi externum of theology.  

5. THE METHOD BASED ON THE KINGDOM IDEA 

Under the influence of Ritschl, who makes the Kingdom of God central in his theology, some theologians would derive the principle of distribution from this important concept.  Ritschl himself does not apply this division; neither do Kaftan, Haering, and Herrmann, some of the most important theologians of the Ritschlian school.  Van Oosterzee offers an example of it which is not very convincing.  IN reality he gives the customary synthetic division, and merely substitutes for the old titles of the various divisions designations derived from the idea of the Kingdom.  He discusses successively God or the supreme King (theology), man or the subject (anthropology), Christ or the founder (Christology), redemption or the salvation (objective soteriology), the way of salvation or the constitution (subjective soteriology), the Church or the training school (ecclesiology), and the future coming of the Lord or the consummation, of the Kingdom (Eschatology).  This division is purely formal, and is by no means organically deduced from the Kingdom idea.  Moreover, a division based on the Kingdom-idea robs Dogmatics of its theological character, and is logically impossible.  The doctrine of God, of man in general, of sin, and of Christ in His many-sided significance cannot be derived from the idea of the Kingdom of God.  
6. THE SYNTHETICAL METHOD 

This is the only method that will yield the desired unity in Dogmatics.  It takes its starting point in God, and considers everything that comes up for discussion in relation to God.  It discusses the various doctrines in their logical order, that is, in the order in which they arise in thought, and which lends itself to the most intelligible treatment.  In such an order of treatment each truth, except the first, must be so related to preceding truths that it will be seen in the clearest light.  God is the fundamental truth in theology, and is therefore naturally first in order.  Every following truth, in order to be seen in its true perspective, must be viewed in the light of this primary truth.  For that reason Anthropology must precede Christology, and Christology must precede Soteriology, and so on.  Proceeding according to this logical method, we discuss:
I.  The doctrine of God (Theology). 

II. The doctrine of man (Anthropology).  

III. The doctrine of Christ (Christology).  

IV. The doctrine of applied salvation (Soteriology).

V. The doctrine of the Church (Ecclesiology).  

VI. The doctrine of the last things (Eschatology).  


