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~~2·~17 --- II. THE MISSION OF RELIGION: EXCLUSIVE OR INCLUSIVE? 

Th~ second conflict focuses on the issue of the true task of religion. 

In Judaism, the particular interpretation given to the important doctrine 

of the Remnant led to singularly ineffective efforts in..!)1issiops and 

evangelism. The absorbing concern of f!iarisaism? for example, was to 

represent itself as the holy people of God, the true Israel. This ob- 

jective was intensified in such sectarian groups as the Essenes who, by 

their religious regulations, determined to be the saints of the Most High, 

the true planting of God, the Israel of the last days. The earnestness 

with which this ideal was approached is abundantly illustrated by the 

asceticism and intense concern for ceremonial purity which served the 

single purpose of creating and maintaining the purified people of God. 

However, this does~mean that the Jews were insincere or uncon 

cerned about the plight of the sinner. In Pharisaic circles, particularly, 
I 

an impressive personal piety flourished on a scale unequaled in Jewish 

history. The rabbis developed a robust doctrine of repentance wh ich wel- 

corned any sinner who met the proper qualifications. The far-f~ung syna 

gogue system which blanketed the Graeco-Roman world is ample testimony to 

the outreach of Judaism. - 
Jetri.sh scholars are often upset by.the thrust of this episode in 

Mark and so take great pains to point out that the Jews did have genuine 

concern for sinners. Montefiore comments: "Nevertheless, the Rabbis 

would not have condemned Jesus merely because he cared for the outcast, 

the poor and the sinners. They too welcomed the repentant sinner. And 

the>1J were eager to relieve distress, to mitigate suffering. Any other 

description of them is untrue. \l (The Synop-0ic Gospels) • 
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• While this protest may be granted, a \i._ecisive differenc~ still remains. ) If· Jos./ 
• 

Jesus held the conviction that the 6nitiative) lies with the religious man, 

not with the sinner. ·whereas Judaism would welcome the repentant sinner 

situ.:ition. Like the Jews, Jesus believed in ~he remnant concept of ther 

on its terms, Jesus sought out that sinner before he repented and sought p A.~ ( ,3~i.c;. 

to establish a redeeming relationship with him in his present sinful 

Old Testament, and through his disciple band he sought to implement it in 

the End-time. But for him the Remnant was to be inclusive, a fellowship 

dedicated to breaking dovm barriers.rather than to building fences. As 

Stephen later saw so clearly, the issue concerned the whole force and 

direction of any true religious movement: is it to be centrifugal or 

centripetal (Acts 7)? 

Jesus utterly opposed prevailing Jewish attempts to realize by human 

effort the ideal of a gathered cormnunity of saints. Instead, he saw un- 

limited possibilities in the most unlikely people. He loved the very 

people, like J.,evi, with whom religion was living at arm's length. He 

went after men whom no one else would have. His theology of boundless 

grace was incarnated in a specific program of activity, the most contro- 

versial feature of which was his eating with publicans and sinners. By 

this act, Jesus dramatized his words of universal invitation to the out- 

casts. 

Such table fellowshi12.. was an offense against Jewish propriety because 

it ignored the whole cultic distinction between clean and unclean. Instead 
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of being scandalized, Jesus believed that he was eating the messianic meal 

with his own, despite the fact that they were the outcasts of Israel. His 

sovereign freedom in leaping over religious scruple was based on the con- 

r=> viction that the kingdom of God was imminent. It was time to call men, 
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not to exclude them.· UHe knew that there and then in the fleetin~ hour 

of a friendly meal shared with despised men and renegades was represented 

the eternal and fulfilled comnru.nity of the 1holy1 \l (Lohmeyer, Lord of the 

Temple, 28). This meal was both metaphor and reality, parable and event. 

It both symbolized a truth and was that truth at work. How different from 

the Jewish cultic meals! There was no holy house, no ritualistic routine, 

no authorized priesthood, no solemn pagentry, only hungry folk satisfying 

themselves spontaneously at a simple meal. Yet in fellowship with Christ 

they were made holy in a way that the sacrificial meals in the Temple could 

never effect. Indeed, these very outcasts were themselves to become a 

"r oya l, priesthood." 

In an epigramatic way (v. 17), Jesus explained the propriety of his 

revolutionary approach. A physician cannot heal a broken bone from across 

the street, nor does it do any good to tell a man with a fractured limb to 

exercise it and healing will follow. Religious exercises, performed in 

legalistic fashion, only intensify and aggravate the sore. The break mus t 

first be set before healing can occur. Just so, the Everlasting Mercy 

nmst stoop to span the chasm between righteousness and sin and become pro 

foundly identified with the epidemic if it is to heal the patient. 

This position of Jesus throngs with implications for today2 a few 

examples of which may be hinted at here. 

(a) It says something about our Christian proclamation. There is a 

terrible danger that the Christian witness, in cUltivating his religious 

life, will unconsciously insulate himself from the plight of the sinner. 

It is possible to deepen faith so much that one does not genuinely under 

stand and accept the honest doubt of the skeptic. It is possible to pray 

so often, and become so confident of the efficacy of prayer, that one forgets 



The central prob~ in dealing with the modern sinner is created by 
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how to grope with a man who cannot pray. The trained leader may cone to 

understand the Bible and its faith so well, and become so convinced of 

its truth, that he forgets the bewildering difficulties which confront 

the seeker who begins to study this faith. The very "Evange'Lf.st i.c Con- 

ferences11 which call us aside and deepen our Christian experiences may 

unwittingly lead us away from that frontier where the world of faith must 

encounter the world of unbelief. 

The minister is easily caught up in so many ~eligious activities that 

the g}!;lf is widened between his life and the life of the secular world. 

As a result his preaching fails to reflect that profound awareness of the 

human plight with which a sinner can identify. A glib, oversimplified gospel 

leaves the desperate sinner unmoved because he can find .!!£_2Q~nt Qf___contact 

with such a message. In place of the false confidence that knows not the 

terror of sin, let the preacher cry unashamedly with the Christian Paul, 

c 11Wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from this body of deat.h?!' 

This is language that a sinner can understand! It is the free and frank 

admission that the church is a congregation of sinners saved by grace, not 

a collection of saints saved by their bootstraps. 

his suspicion that Christians do not really understand his plight. We tend 

to make salvation so simple and obvious, supposing thereby to ease this 

dilemma, when in reality we only intensify it. The honest sinner knry~s 

that a spiritual band-aid is no substitute for the radical surgery which 

his disease demands. He knows that a one-way walk down an aisle will not 

carry him to the gates of heaven. He needs,a minister whose message can 

get down inside his life, and, from the vantage point of that forbidding 

territory, point him to the Paradise which he has lost. 



Our day desperately needs a hardy new breed of evangelists, men who 

are unafraid to pace that perilous frontier where light and darkness, 

truth and error, orthodoxy and heresy overlap. We need the kind of men 

wh>can hold two worlds in their heart at the same time, who can eat with 

sinners and thoroughly enjoy it simply because they are redeemable common 

clay, who are not forced to subject all of their evangelistic activity to 

the pragmatic test. of how many numbers they can 11win11 for the support of 

their religious institutions. 

(b) This in turn says something about our Christianµ:n:vitation~ Ours 

is a day when table fellowship characterizes the life of the church as in 

no other period of its history. Yet the dinner .E_arty of Hark1-.is a far 

cry from the com.mon run of church suppers! The very ~s of people with 

whom Jesus had the strongest pull are the very ones who are conspicuously 

absent from our church suppers. Jesus did not "open the door of the church" 

and wait for any who might come in, blaming those who failed to show for 

their stubbornness of heart. Quite the opposite, he gladly accepted their 

invitation to go out into the world, walking through the doors which they 

opened into their homes and hearts. 

A simple suggestion might implement this spirit in our day. Let each 

Christian convert invite his old friends to dinner, including his new 

found pastor as the guest of honor. Let the convert understand that he has 

not been delivered~ of the world, that he has not been called awaz from 

his old associates, but rather that he has been called to capitalize on 

~is past for the sake of Christ and his 'gospel. That is precisely what 

Levi did! Such an attitude and approach will require the cultivation of 

that daring spirit which Dietrich Bonhoeffer called "the worldliness of the 

5 

church." 
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Quite simply, this means a rediscovery of the basic awareness that 

the church is fundamentally a fellowship of forgiven sinner~ Nor will it 

do to talk about this as an ideal. It was the act which got Jesus in 

trouble, for by his actions he demonstrated unmistakably the thrust of 

this theology. We must actualJ.y create congregations where old ladies 

do not sniff their perfumed handkerchiefs because seated beside them is 

some broken wretch, handled by many unscrupulous hands, who has slipped 

in lest perchance she too may touch the hem of his garment. We must 

actually create the kind of Sunday school classes in which a gasp is not 

heard when an honest skeptic challenges some time-honored interpretation. 

We must build churches where glorious sinners are at least as important 

as stuffy saints! 

(c) This also says something about our Christian beleb~ 

Scholarship has long since discovere4 that the ultimate origins of the 

Lord's Supper lie in the experiences of table fellowship (haburoth) which 

Jesus enjoyed throughout his historical ministry (e.g. Bowman, The Intention 

of~' 219-225). But this was a table fellowship for sinners! Surely 

it is a perverse misreading of the intention of the Supper which has led 

marzy- to make it the exclusive privilege of a limited group of saints. Let 

us be done with the petty exclusivisms that concentrate on determini.~g who 

we can ostracise from the Supper, and let us instead celebrate the feast 

as a fellowship of sinners, of which~ are chiefest! 

This does not mean a relaxation of standards; it only means that the 

supreme 9UE,lification is based not on human merit but on the willingness 

of the Savior to make a meal with the down and out. The Supper of such a 

Savior carries its own purifying judgment, for at this fellowship every 

man is forced to ask afresh the immemorial question of the Upper Room, 
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"Is it I,Lord, Is it I?" We must recover the radical sense of the Supper 

as a feast for sinners, even if it proves as shocking to religious purists 

of today as it did to those in the time of Jesus. 

In Franny and~' J. D. Salinger,pictures Franny's mother trying 

to relieve her daughter's spiritual crisis with chicken broth. At this 

Zooey tells her: "Now it1s clear to me. I see Christ in an entirely 

different light. His unhealthy fanaticism. His rudeness to those nice, 

sane, conservative, tax-paying Pharisees. Oh, this is exciting. In your 

simple, straightforward, bigoted way, Bessie, you've sounded the missing 

keynote of the whole New Testament. Improper diet." (The Christian 

Century, December 6, 1961, p. 1464). The willingness of the Church to eat 

an "improper diet" is still a measure of our fidelity to the spirit of him 

who ate with publicans and sinners. 

The contemporary Church is so closely identified with its surrounding 

culture that tremendous social pressures seek to force the minister to 

adopt those prudential virtues that would make him inoffensive to everypne. 

Beside such a mood must be set the stubborn fact that Jesus risked his 

reputation--and lost it!--by the recklessness with which he gave himself 

to sinners. It is commonplace today to hear ministers describe the intricate 

pains which they take to avoid any suggestion of scandal. While vigilance 

is undoubtedly important in this area, the New Testament emphasis clearly 

tips the scales in favor of becoming contaminated for Christ's sake with 

first-class sinners. C. T. Studd, a veteran missionary of Christ, liked 

to express this passion in a simple stanza: 

Some want to live within the sound 
Of Church or Chapel bell; 

I want to run a rescue shop 
Within a yard of hell. 



THE CHILD AND ·THE CHURCH 

William E. Hull 

The relationship of the child to the church has undergone remarkable 
changes in Southern Baptist life during the present century: 

(1) Before World War I, a young person was seldom presented for church 
membership before mid-teens, usually sixteen years of age or older. From 
this practice came the descriptive term, "adult baptism," which was set 
in sharpest contrast with "infant baptism." Much of the early polity of 
Baptist churches assumed an adult membership. 

(2) Following the First World War, it became customary to locate the 
earliest appropriate age for conversion in the younger intermediate 
period, making twelve years the minimum average "age of accountability". 
A child was considered somewhat spiritually precocious if he presented 
himself as a-candf dat;e for church membership before adolescence. Pre 
sumably, this reckoning was based on the ancient Jewish viewpoint which 
designated the transition into spiritual manhood for the chil1 in this 
period. 

(3) With the approach of World War II and the decade which 1ollowe<l, 
this computation was reduced, so that the norm for conversion came to be 
located in the junior rather than the intermediate years. Nine years 
was generally taken to be the minimal age for baptism, and twelve years 
the maximum point beyond which it was perilous to proceed without con 
version! 

(4) At present, however, concentrated efforts are being mac1.e to evange 
lize the primary age child. More and more, in special children1s services 
at revival time, primaries are included in the deliberate and specific appeal 
for church membership. In the typical Baptist revival today, at least 
one or more children of primary age present themselves for membership. 
In the 1)65-66 church year, Southern Baptists reported 34,026 baptisms of 
those between six and eight years of age, 1,146 under six. On the basis 
of this trend, it is reasonable to expect a situation to eventuate in 
which children of kindergarten and school age are considered proper domain 
for evangelistic activity. Presumably, ,the trend will level off at this 
point, since it is difficult to conceive of nursery-school children 
asserting their spiritual independence and articulating a faith sufficiently 
mature to justify baptism. 

I. 

This downward trend in the acceptable minimal age for baptism intensifies 
the need to interpret adequately the religious experiences at various 
stages in the life of the child. Por example: (1) Is the pre-a~olescent 
child capable of conceptualizing a God who is above and beyond the categories< 
of time and space? Can the fundamental concept of the "eternal11 have any 
meaning to the beginner, primary, and/or junior child? Furthermore: (2) 
Is the dependence of the child on ais parents such as to make impossible a 
definition of sin which transcends the categories of parental disobedience? 
Is the child emotionally and intellectually capable of saying to God, 
"Against Thee, and Thee only have I sinned?" Many students of religious 
behavior are convinced that the moral perception of the pre-adolescent child 
is insufficient to permit an autonomous and internalized religious decd s Lon , · 
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Again: (3) Is the young child sufficiently societal to understand and accept 
the responsibilities of church membership? Does the nature of the church 
permit proxy participation for younger members through their parentsZ Should 
the conversion age be lower than the voting age, or should seven-year-olds 
share fully in calling a pastor and approving a budget? 

Since recent trends in child conversion raise so many difficult questions, it 
must be asked why our church leadership has allowed these trends to go un 
checked and even unexamined. At least two reasons may be advanced to explain 
the uncritical acceptance of this trend. The first is the relative ease with 
which the very young may be guided to apply for church membership. In all too 
many instances, the docility of the child is an irresistible temptation to 
manipulation, even exploitation, by a busy pastor. Of this 11seduction of the 
innocent" we shall not stoop to speak. Hucksters of the Gospel who cry that 
we should make our move "while they can still be reached" (i.e. before they 
have a mind of their own) should carry their pragmatism to its logical con 
clusion and admit that no technique can rival infant baptism for producing 
guaranteed results. 

A second reason for our baptism of increasingly younger children is one that 
merits the thoughtful scrutiny of every sincere churchman, for it roots , 
in the failure of Baptists to develop an adequate theology for children. Thus 
far, most Baptists have limited their understanding of salvation exclusively 
to a "conversion" theology. This means that the only "theology", or interpre 
tation of religious reality, to which the child can respond is one which was 
developed originally for adults. What happens when a child has no alternative 
but to embrace the conversion theology which is now uniformly proclaimed? 

With the dawn of religious awareness, the young child seeks to form embryonic 
decisions on the basis of his developing spiritual sensibilities. But, at 
present, the only invitation to which he can respond is the exhortation to 
"repent and be saved". Since this is the only course to which he is pointed, 
this seems to him, and to the church, to be the only proper response which 
he can make, and to such a response most church members give automatic approval, 
even when they have grave reservations as to the depth of the decision for 
the child. 

But is the child, in actuality, responding to the call to "conversion", under 
stood in its New Testament dimensions? It is almost mandatory to answer this 
question in the negative. It can scarcely be maintained that a primary-age 
child understands himself to have submitted to the lordship of Christ in a 
way that is calculated to control the most crucial experiences of a lifetime. 
For example, the predominant concerns of life center in such areas as family 
and vocation (marriage and work), yet the pre-adolescent child is completely 
incapable of relating his religious decisions to these areas because he has 
as yet no involvement in them. This does not deny that the child may make 
such comprehensive decisions later in life, but it does mean that such decisions 
are not central in the initial childhood response. 

Here, then, is our dilemma. On the one hand, we know that many children who 
present themselves for baptism simply have no awareness of the foundational 
realities at the heart of the Gospel. It is almost ludicrous when a pastor 
prompts them to nod assent to the conviction that "Jesus died for their sins," 
that they have "repented" and embraced the Cross as their Hay of life. Yet, 
on the other hand, we are reluctant if not unwilling to discourage or even· 
postpone a conscious religious decision once the child desires to make it. 
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II. 

This leads to the positive question: What does the child desire to respond to 
when he determines to make an early religious decision? If he is not making 
a commitment to Christ in adult dimensions, then what kind of commitment is 
he trying to make? The answer, in most cases, is that he has now become con 
scious of his heritage within the Christian family, and desires to make a 
positive acknowledgement by which he accepts the situation originally thrust 
upon him through parents or, in a few cases, by interested friends. As an 
infant, he was grafted into the life of the church largely as the result of 
someone else's decision. Now, in response to a dawning understanding of 
this situation, he desires to make his own decision to become a part of this 
way of life. ---- 

But such a decision is not "conversion" in the New Testament sense. It is 
a fundamental mistake to confuse the increasing religious awareness of the 
child with the experience of conversion. The statements which most children 
make when presenting themselves for church membership may be summarized as 
follows: (1) They love Jesus and desire to obey him. (2) They wish to belong 
to the church which they attend, (3) They wish to be baptized as an initiation 
into, and fuller identification with, this way of life. These affirmations 
are both authentic and important, but they are not of the essence of New 
Testament conversion. For example: how can a child, on the basis of such 
a decision, experience the radical meaning of "death" which, according to 
Paul, is an essential aspect of baptism? How can he "put off the old man" 
with the lusts thereof, and "seek those things which are above"? 

What Baptists need is a positive theological understanding of the religious 
reality to which a child may appropriately respond in the manner just described. 
But are the ingredients for such a theology to be found in the Bible? At 
least two sources immediately suggest themselves: (1) The covenant theology 
of the Old Testament, which understood that a child was born into the community 
of the people of God, his identification with that heritage being marked by 
circumcision. (2) The theology of Paul, which affirmed that the children of 
a believing parent are ''holy" in the solidarity of a Christian family (I Corin 
thians 7: 14). 

Both of these perspectives recognize that a child may be born into a meaningful 
context of Christian existence apart from any decision of his own. As a result 
of the over-arching providence of God, some children one day discover that they 
are an integral part of a "household of faith," and that this has related them 
dynamically to the living fellowship of a local congregation. If a covenant 
theology were developed which recognized and articulated this reality, it 
would provide such children with an intelligible context in which to make a 
meaningful positive response. 

The crucial point is that the voluntary acceptance by a child of this covenant 
relationship should not be confused with the experience of conversion. Such 
confusion between the significance of ''birth" and that of "new birth" is never 
present in the Bible. The prophets called upon those who had been circumcised 
of flesh as infants because of their past heritage to be circumcised of heart 
as adults because of their present iniquity. Although, by God's initiative, 
a person found himself born into the covenant community, it was necessary for 
him to make a new covenant with God once he had broken the trust bequeathed 
to him by his fathers. 
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Thus, a covenant theology should bedeveloped to help the child understand the 
meaningfulness of the Christian context into which he has been placed by 
birth, and challenge him to accept and magnify such a heritage when he is old 
enough to recognize its importance. The child would be invited to affirm his 
acceptance of this heritage at an appropriate and meaningful time, depending 
in large measure on the quality of his early spiritual training. It would 
surely not be inappropriate for a child to make such a positive response to 
his membership in the family of God during primary or junior years. However, 
this decision should not be confused with the conversion experience or be 
interpreted to the child in that fashion. A covenant commitment would be 
solemnized neither with Christian baptism nor with the Old Testament rite of 
physical circumcision, but with some other appropriate and distinctive cere 
mony designed to provide the child with an unforgettable awareness of his 
spiritual heritage. 

As the child matures, he will become conscious of betraying this covenant, 
of breaking its provisions, of repudiating its terms. Freed from parental 
restraint and guidance, the emerging young adult asserts his independence. 
When such self-assertiveness involves rebellion against God, then the New 
Testament call to repentance and faith takes on an authentic urgency and rele 
vance. Now one becomes painfully aware that he has betrayed the "great expec 
cat tous'twht.ch were laid upon him by vitue of his inheritance. For the first 
time he understands the existential need to be converted. 

In adopting an approach based on this understanding, two problems are raised 
which require careful answer. Some might object that the emphasis suggested 
here would give a person a false sense of confidence in the covenant relation 
ship which he accepted as a child, thus removing any sense of need for an 
experience of conversion later. However, exactly the reverse is true. One 
paramount problem with present baptismal practice is that it assures young 
children that they have completed their conversion experience because of an 
initial public response, when in reality they have not done so. Thus they 
gain the false assurance that they have been "converted" and that no future 
response need be contemplated. If, instead of this, a completely different 
interpretation is given to the childhood response, and a different category 
of church membership is created to honor such a response, the child is never 
led to believe that he has already dealt with God on an adult level in that 
state of sinful revolt which unmistakably characterizesunconverted adult 
living. Thus when the critical time for conversion arrives, he is ready to 
respond without any false confidence based on a premature childhood baptism. 

Another possible objection is that this new approach seems to require the 
church to make a drastic switch in its dealings with the individual from an 
early period, during which the childhood covenant theology is set forth, and 
a later period, when an adult conversion theology is proclaimed. Again, the 
opposite is true. Covenant theology makes clear that, from the earliest 
acceptance of his heritage, a child is counted on to embrace the "faith of 
his fathers." A true understanding of sin arises when the individual hims.elf 
becomes aware that he has violated this trust. Sin is now seen as unfaith 
fulness to a God who was faithful from the beginning in His prevenient grace. 
Sin now takes on a profound dimension because it is understood as a squander 
ing of the very birthright which God offered from the beginning. The church 
does not have to change its message; it only has to make it comprehensive 
enough to meet the differing needs of childhood and adult life. 
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III. 

A primary task of the church is to offer meaningful channels by which the 
whole person may respond to the whole Gospel throughout his whole life. When 
this response is reduced to only one decisive point, the act of baptism, the 
result is a proliferation of denominational diversity, various groups arguing 
that baptism should be placed at a ·particular point in a person's life. This 
conflicting testimony is only oblique evidence of the fact that there are 
several stages in the spiritual pilgrimage with God and all of them cry out 
for recognition and authentication. The church's challenge is not to ignore 
or restrict the meaning of any stage in a person's dealings with God but to 
offer the understanding and encouragement which will enable him to interpret 
aright the significance of each stage as it unfolds. 

The baffling questions of baptismal polity seem now to divide the Christian 
churches more than any other issue. When one asks with either/or finality 
whether baptism is for infants, for children, or only for adults, the answers 
drawn from denominational history and from traditional scriptural interpreta 
tions are obviously contradictory and irreconcilable. But when one begins 
with the life needs of the person to find fulfillment, and with the necessity 
of the church to act with integrity in meeting these needs, then all of the 
various church groups are seen to be struggling with similar problems. 

Take, for example, the Roman Catholic Church which, to all appearances, differs 
most decisively from Southern Baptists in its approach to the question of 
children and church membership. Shortly after assuming his duties as Bishop 
of Rochester, New York, Fulton J. Sheen startled his flock by announcing that 
the confirmation age in his diocese would be raised from the junior years to 
that of normal high school graduation. Explained Sheen: "At present, bishops 
are asked to confirm tots and send them out as soldiers of Christ" ••• before 
they are ready "to exercise /their/ lay priesthood in the world." But the 
shrewd bishop recognizes that this shift could impoverish an earlier child 
hood experience, thus he proposes to inaugurate a new, unnamed ceremony for 
the young in the form of "a renewal of /the/ baptismal vows" made on theif. 
behalf at infancy, a ceremony somewhat "like the bar mitzvah of the Jews.' 
.(Time, February 24, 1967). 

It is readily apparent that, behind the traditional terminological and proce 
dural differences, Bishop Sheen is struggling with our Baptist problem simply 
because, at bottom, it is a human problem. Psychologists who stGdy the 
religious development of the child confirm the biblical and theological analy 
sis developed above which identifies at least three stages in the child's 
search for a mature faith: 

(1) At birth, it is of great significance to acknowledge that a child has been 
born into a Christian home. The Old Testament people of God used circumcision 
as a "spiritual birthmark" to symbolize the importance of family faith, some 
what as Catholics and others use infant baptism today. Baptists have, on 
Biblical authority, properly rejected as a procedural "malpractice" the sub 
stitution of baptism for circumcision. As a result, however, they have been 
slow to recognize the religious cruciality of the parental relationship, 
although "Dedication Days" during Christian Home Week have been held with 
limited success. 

(2) In childhood, it is very meaningful for those raised since infancy in Che 
church to be given opportunity to accept this heritage for themselves. Be;fore 
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the days of rapid development in religious education, an intelligent response 
of this type was seldom likely before twelve years of age. Today, some 
children in active Christian homes may well grasp the implications of such 
a decision during Junior, or even Primary, years. As already suggested, 
Baptistshave become leaders in exalting this type of response by associating 
it increasingly with the supreme symbol of Christian baptism. Other groups 
that utilize baptism at birth are forced to develop a ritual substitue for 
this unrepeatable rite, usually some form of confirmation service. 

(3) In the post-pubertal passage to adulthood, the youth who moves from 
parental protection to personal autonomy faces the fundamental questions of 
selfhood fer the first time. It is clearly crucial that the dominant drive 
toward egocentricity be reversed by a radical repentance that finds in Christ 
and his cross the true meaning of life. Some of the smaller, but rapidly 
growing, sectarian groups continue to administer baptism exclusively as the 
appropriate symbol for this conversion experience. 

To be sure, almost all churches offer baptism to the adult convert with no 
Christian background, but very few still limit baptism to the expression of 
a well-defined conversion experience. Southern Baptists, for example, 
minister to many youth who were baptized a decade or more earlier and who 
freely admit that the experience seems unrelated to problems now being faced 
for the first time. In such cases, the only available alternative has been 
to issue a call to "rededication" which, in more instances than we care to 
admit, results in a decision with all the marks of an initial conversion 
experience. In some cases, because the youth is denied the possiblity of 
interpreting his upheaval as "conversion" -- that having come years earlier 
at the time of his baptism -- he has no recourse but to assume that he is 
being called to the ministry, a mistake which he may not realize until he 
arrives at the seminary. 

IV. 

Sound practice can be developed only from ·sound theory, hence the preoccupa 
tion of this paper with the latter. Yet questions of application will inevi• 
tably arise and many Baptists will face them only with fear and trembling. 
It is curious to observe how dogmatic, defensive, and even irrational we be 
come when discussing baptismal reform. The slightest tampering with tradi 
tional practices can produce explosive controversy. Yet this petulant re 
action in hardly consonant with our deepest convictions regarding Christian 
initiation. Have we not contended more than other denominations that the 
external act of baptism has no inherent efficacy but becomes meaningful only 
as the outward expression of a genuine inward experience? If this be true, 
should not we be the first to advocate a rethinking of this entire area in 
the light of human needs? If only we will take a life-centered approach, 
we may finally discover how to utilize the best in several systems which now 
compete for religious loyalty but only serve to frustrate the confused lay 
man in his search for God. 

To reduce complex practice to a simple formula, we may say that three basic 
types of baptism are being administered today: (1) the baptism of babies to 
mark their entry into the sphere of Christian influence, (2) the baptism of 
beginners able to recognize and ready to embrace the spiritual heritage at 
their disposal. (3) the baptism of believers who by repentance and faith 
enter the realm of redemption on the basis of a new covenant sealed by the 
blood of Christ's cross. 
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This three-fold practice suggests three possible optic11s for consideration: 
(1) Maintain the diversity of the status quo, leaving it to the individual 
to choose the denomination whose baptismal practice best meets the needs 
which he considers uppermost. (2) Administer baptism not once but three times 
(to babies, beginners, and believers), deliberately compromising its unrepeat 
able character in an effort to relate it to all of the significant stages 
in the indi vidua 1 's relation to God. (3) Limit baptism only to the conver 
sion experience, since this is clearly the central New Testament emphasis, 
but develop equally meaningful rites for the two earlier stages in life. 

Only the third alternative magnifies the essential nature of New Testament 
baptism yet seeks to do justice to the complexity both of Biblical practices 
(especially in the Old Testament) and of human needs. In line with this 
approach, my practical suggestions for Southern Baptists are three: 

(1) Develop a fairly standardized service of dedication for the babies of 
Christian parents. In words and deeds of compelling beauty, remind the parents 
of their holy obligation but, equally importan~ consecrate the child to God 
in a way that can be interpreted to him with increasing meaningfulness from 
the very dawn of his religious awareness. 

(2) When the child's understanding of the significance of his Christian heri 
tage has matured, offer him the opportunity and encouragement to affirm for 
himself this providential work of God. Develop a public service in which the 
child may embrace the church fellowship which first embraced him and become 
a "family member" of its corporate life. Solemnly enjoin the responsive 
child to be faithful to the covenantal relationship which he has established 
with the God of his fathers. 

(3) When the covenant is forsaken in the anguished search for autonomy, in 
terpret this rebellion in the light of the initial childhood commitment. 
Confront the young person or adult with the reconciling Gospel that over 
comes alienation though the work of Christ existentially embraced. Then, 
and not before, administer baptism as an act of identification with that Christ 
who embodied the death and rebirth of wayward Israel in his own person. Then 
offer the Lord's Supper as a "new covenant" meal for those who have now 
passed, in advance of the Last Day, through the overwhelming waters of a 
deserved judgment but have risen indeed to newness of life. 



William E. Hull 

THE RELEVANCE OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

(An Inaugural Address Delivered in Alumni Memorial Chapel, The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, 
November 24, 1964) 

On June 2, 1936, Professor C.H. Dodd delivered one of the most 

notable inaugural addresses of this century upon succeeding F. C. 

Burkitt as Norris-Hulse Professor of Divinity in the University of 

Cambridge.1 Looking back to the generation of his predecessor, Dodd 

noted with satisfaction the triumph of a critical Greek text, the 

refinements of literary higher criticism, and the clarification of 

exegesis by a comparative study of both Judaism and Hellenism as the 

external habitat of early Christianity. These advances, coupled with 

more recent efforts of Formgeschichte to recover the internal Sitz- 

im-Leben of the Church, and the improved understanding of the biblical 

languages, provided a foundation on which to move beyond criticism 

and exegesis to the larger tasks of interpretation and theology. To 

be sure, much preliminary work remained to be done, but now a con- 

sensus existed as to how it should be done. Dodd aclm.owledged the 

inconclusiveness of results at many points, yet insisted that rrenough 

accurate know.l.edg e" was available to "pr'ov Lde a standing-pointll for 

further progress.2 

1c. H. Dodd, The Present Task in New Testament Studies (Cambridge: At 
the University Press, 1936), '""4'l" pp. - 

2~., p. JO. For an historical survey of the developments referred 
to by Dodd see Stephen Neill, The Interpretation of the New Testament, 
1861-1961 (London: Oxford University Press, 1964"):' - ~ 
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Thus he challenged his generation to "reverse the main direction 

in which New Testament studies !_'fia9_7 moved for a century. 113 Advanc- 

ing beyond a piecemeal analysis which dissected the text and propounded 

unreal dilemmas, Dodd called for a unifying grasp of the entire New 

Testament which would balance the centrifugal approach with a centri 

petal one.4 Even as Dodd spoke, encouraging signs were already on 

the horizon, especially in the attempt of the Theologisches WBrterbuch 

~ Neuen Testament to trace the "inner lexicograpl:J.y" of leading 

biblical terms. 5 Dodd' s own approach was to elucidate that "one 

dominant theme ... which the early Church called ... 'the Gospel 1• n6 

Said he: "To interpret the New Testament is to understand the 

various forms which the Gospel takes in such a way as to understand 

the Gospel itself. 117 As a brilliant contribution to that task, Dodd 

released in the same year a brief but influential study, The 

Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments.8 

With this Cambridge manifesto the movement called "Biblical 

Theology11 was decisively launched in the English-speaking world. 

For a generation, Dodd's seminal suggestions, supplemented by 

31bid., p. 31. 

5D. Gerhard Kittel, 

61 bid . ' p . 3 7 . 

41bid., pp. 31-35. 

Lexicographia Sacra (London: S.P.C.K., 1938). 

hoc. cit. 

8London: Hodder and Stoughton Limited, 1936. 
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Continental perspectives, dominated New Testament research. In an 

effort to reconstruct the faith and message of the first Christians, 

virtually every presupposition, motif, concept, and conviction of the 

biblical writers was examined. But now that generation is at an end. 

Dodd and his contemporaries have moved from the center of the stagej 

Kittel 1 s Wl:!>rterbuch is virtually complete; the major schools of 

thougpt are sharply defined. What is the result of this impressive 

expenditure of labor? 

I. 

Ironically, the study of Biblical Theology, in meeting one major 

need, raised another problem of equal, if not greater, magnitude. On 

the one hand, this advance did go beyond an exclusive historical 

concern with antiquity, demonstrating that the critical method could 

contribute to a profound religious understanding of first century 

Christianity. It is not exaggerated to claim that for the first 

time in almost twenty centuries we have been able to recreate the 

New Testament situation with reasonable clarity and objectivity. 

On the other hand, this very discovery served unwittingly to 

divorce the Bible from our day. With radical decisiveness, criticism 

swept away every vestige of religious tradition which had served to 

accommodate the New Testament to our times. Conventional translations 

were dismissed in a return to the original Greek. Cherished proof- 



Instead of speaking to the great issues in modern Protestantism, 

texts were forced back into proper perspective. Soon, the familiar 

modern world that had been superimposed naively upon the past was 

replaced by a weird, long-forgotten world of rabbinic tradition, 

apocalyptic vision, Essene asceticism, and Gnostic speculation. 

Christianity became a matter of exorcising demons, controlling 

esctatic utterance, veiling women at worship, squabbling over cir- 

cumcision, and generally living in eschatological excitement. 

"Those elements and traits, which did strike modern man as crude, 

primitive, cultic, and even magical, were now given equal and often 

greater emphasis than those which happened to appeal to enlightened 

Western taste. u9 Most disturbing of all, the pale Protestant Jesus 

was replaced by a Jewish eschatological prophet who passed by our 

time and returned to his own.1° Concluded Albert Schweitzer, who 

11Ibid., p. 399. 12Ibid., p. 401. 

had shattered the modernistic stereotype of Jesus with such fury: 

11Jesus as a concrete historical personality remains a stranger to 

our time . . .1111 11He comes to us as One unknown . 1112 

9Krister Stendahl, "Biblical Theology, Contemporary,'' The Interpreter 1 s 
Dictionary of the Bible (New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), Vol. I (A-D ), 418. 

lOAlbert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus (Third Edition; 
London: Adam & Charles Black,. 1954), P. 397. -- 



5 

Gradually this critical reconstruction made the religion of the 

New Testament seem more and more remote. At the very moment that our 

world was moving forward into the future with explosive speed, his- 

torical study learned how to push the New Testament firmly backward 

into the past and imprison it in a particular time sequence. A vast 

chasm was opened between the first century and the twentieth that 

could not be closed. The result was an unbearable paradox: the 

better we came to understand that ancient faith, the more irrelevant 

it appeared to be for our day. 

This, then, is one disturbing contribution of the Biblical Theology 

movement: to raise in radical form the question of relevance.13 So 

significant is this issue that it has now prompted the third major 

shift in modern Biblical studies. To oversimplify these changes for 

the sake of summary: our century has been trisected by two World 

Wars. (1) The generation before the First World War settled decisively 

the question of historical method in the study of the New Testament 

and stabilized the results on which a critical biblical theology 

13stendahl, op. cit., p. 419: "The question about relevance for pre 
sent-day religion and faith was waived, or consciously kept out of sight." 
Because of "this historicism or antiquarianism, with its lack of interest 
in relevance, ... a radically new stage was set for biblical interpre 
tation. The question of meaning was split up in two tenses: 1What did 
it mean? 1 and What does it mean? 1 '' 
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could be built. (2) The generation between the two World Wars pioneered 

an essential understanding of the original nature of New Testament 

religion which distinguished it sharply from later developments. (3) 

As a result, the generation after the Second World War is now faced 

with the challenge of making that faith, in all its historical par 

ticularity, relevant for modern man. 

Stated in spatial rather than temporal terms, the cycle of research 

may be described as comprising three concentric circles which move 

outward (1) from a concern with the inner core of objective data dis 

covered by historical investigationj (2) to a quest for meaning which 

seeks to describe that original situation in which alone these facts 

coherej (3) moving finally to attempt an authentic translation of 

the original living reality into the life of today. 

So decisive is this recent shift that virtually the entire company 

of contemporary New Testament scholarship has come to recognize its 

crucial significance. In response to the challenge, the study of 

hermeneutics has been rehabilitated to serve as the discipline deal 

ing critically and comprehensively with the question of relevance. 

In a research report which concentrates on the period since the 

appearance of Barth1s RBmerbrief in 1919, James M. Robinson has docu 

mented in detail both the collapse of the old hermeneutical concern 

with methods of exegesis and the transformation of the study into an 
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attempt to understand and translate meaning itself from one situation 

to another.14 

II. 

Despite the bewildering variety of approaches which are now being 

advanced in the formative period of the "new hermeneutic, ul.5 most 

interpreters recognize that the central problem of relevance is posed 

most acutely by the nature of history. It has long been a commonplace 

affirmation that Christianity is an "historical religion. 11 Far from 

making history peripheral, Christianity insists on both the centrality 

and the finality of a certain complex of ancient events. In the 

first century, A.D., God's ultimate Word for man was spoken; on this, 

the faith is prepared to stand or fall. Recently, however, we have 

been made increasingly aware of the ambiguity of the phrase "historical 

religion" and of the profound tension which exists between the two 

words "ha.st.or-Lca.l," and ''religion.11 

Speaking at a Symposium on Hermeneutics to the Society of Biblical 

Literature in December, 1957, J. Coert Rylaarsdam observed: "This 

is a time of change. The era of historicism has run its course. 

l4James M. Rob.i.ns on , ''Hermeneut.Lc Since Barth, 11 The New Hermeneutic 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1964), pp. 1-77. - - 

l5James M. Robinson and J.ohn B. Cobb, Jr., editors, The New Hermeneutic. 
"New Frontiers in Theology, 11 Vol. II (New York: Harper &Row, 1964). 
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Proponents of the new theological outlook, positing novel views about 

the relationship between faith and history, challenge the scholar to 

explicate the relevance of his scientific disciplines.1116 What, we 

may ask, is this new outlook and the change which it implies? Formerly, 

Rylaarsdam continued, "both orthodoxy and modernism . . . thought of 

revelation in static or propositional terms. For both it was objec- 

tively available, subject to historical measurement and analytical 

description.1117 To be sure, for reasons of scientific apologetic the 

liberals engaged in a reductionism that conservatives would not 

accept, but both assumed a direct, unbroken connection between fact 

(history) and faith (religion). 

Now, however, it is clear from historical studies of the back- 

ground and faith of the New Testament carried out in the last two 

generations that both the form and the content of the revelation are 

profoundly time-conditioned. Liberals and conservatives alike have 

had to learn the stubborn truth that there simply is no disembodied, 

in which it was originally expressed. A great gulf is fixed between 

timeless revelation which transcends the historical particularity 

the first century and the twentieth which makes it impossible 

l6J. Coert Rylaarsdam, "The Problem of Faith and History in Biblical 
Lnt.erpr-et.at.Lon ;" Journal of Biblical Literature, 77:27, 1958. 

17Ibid., p. 29. Cf. Stendahl, op. cit., p. 419. 
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to uproot biblical truth from the context with which it forms a 

living whole.18 

So crucial is this conclusion for an understanding of the task 

before us that we may pause long enough to sketch the evidence for 

its verification. Nor is this a matter of stating in~ priori 

fashion some doctrine of revelation on the basis of a preconceived 

theological position. The question is not how we may suppose God 

should have revealed himself to man but rather how he actually did 

do so according to the biblical material. 

Consider first the supreme revelation in Jesus of Nazareth, the 

11word become flesh.11 Obviously the revelation was offered to man in 

the consistency of his one unified life. But by the time that it 

was received and rooted in written record, the revelation had 

crystallized in at least four strikingly different forms, each with 

its own distinctive content. How are we to explain the fact that 

---; within one generation the tradition of Jesus was transmuted into 

gospels which differ as profoundly as the Synoptics and John? In 

earlier years, under the exaggerated influence of evolutionary 

hypotheses, it was thought possible to posit a developmental principle 

that would explain the gospels genetically, and so isolate an earlier 

nucleus that gave birth to subsequent embellishments. Now we know, 

18nodd, op. cit., p. J8. 
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however, that the Markan framework is no more "pr-Lmi.t.Lve" than the 

tradition in Matthew and Luke, nor is there any reason to date John 

later than the Synoptics. The basic explanation for the fourfold 

character of the records lies in the creative interpenetration of 

the revelation with four distinctly different historical situations. 

Precisely the same fusion of faith and history may be seen in 

the ministry of Paul. Although the chief Apostle was determined to 

preach the only true gospel, his kerygma was inescapably conditioned 

by the circumstances in which he labored. In the midst of the Aegean 

missionary campaigns, the challenge from enthusiasts in Corinth 

forced Paul to express his message along fresh lines quite unlike 

the form which it had taken in dispute with the Judaizers. Robert 

W. Funk, after analyzing this change of kerygmatic language in II 

Corinthians, observes: . if the kerygma is the norm that probes 

Christian life before God in the world, then it follows that the 

kerygma must come to expression in language that is bound up with 

that life.ul9 The considerable variety with which Paul described 

the heart of his gospel cannot be traced to any uniform principle of 

development but only to the multiplicity of circumstances in which 

he sought to witness. 

19Robert W. Funk, 11The Hermeneutical Problem and Historical Criticism, fl 

The New Hermeneutic, p. 170. 
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The story is the same wherever we turn within the New Testament. 

An inductive examination of the scriptural evidence demands the 

recognition that the revelation came to expression in and through 

specific historical situations to which it was addressed. When the 

'Word became f'Lesh" it became history, participating fully in the 

scandal of temporal and spatial particularity. This incarnational 

realism is incompatable with those theologies of transcendence which 

would mitigate the radical historicality of the Christian faith by 

positing a givenness of the biblical word 11beyond11 history.20 

Fortunately, this inescapable conclusion of critical study coincides 

III. 

with a major theological perspective found within the New Testament 

itself. There, it is frequently affirmed that not only the Christ- 

event but also the historical epoch with which it coincided were 

both the work of God. By referring to that period, and it alone, as 

the 11fulness of time,1121 the biblical writers assigned an intrinsic 

significance both to the revelation and to its concomitant history. 

The inseparable connection between the message and its matrix 

means that we may not limit the definition of our task simply to that 

20stendahl, op. cit., pp. 420-22. 

21Mark 1:15; John 2:4; 7:8, etc.; Romans 3:26; 5:6; Galatians 4:4; II 
Corinthians 6:2; Ephesians 1:10; Titus 1:3. 
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of discovering the content of the ancient faith and then attempting 

to state it in a modern, relevant way.22 Rather, since the unique 

biblical revelation cannot be stated adequately at all apart from 

its unique historical setting, we must instead seek to make that 

message relevant for our situation in the light of its original 

relevance for the situation to which it is forever bound in the 

unity of proclamation. In other words, there are four factors in- 

valved in the solution of our problem, not two. This may be expressed 

schematically in a hermeneutical formula which determines relevance 

thus:23 

22This simplistic approach has two weaknesses: (a) The fallacy of a 
timeless message, as if truth had an eternal kernel with an historical 
husk. (b) The fallacy of a timeless world, as if events do not really change 
the course of history and introduce fundamentally new situations. It is 
difficult, if not impossible, to protect either assumption from an implicit 
gnosticism inimical to biblical realism. 

23This formula, in slightly different form, was suggested by Robert M. 
Grant, "Cornment.ar Les ;" Interpretation, 2:460, 1948, reprinted in Balmer 
H. Kelly and Donald G. Miller, editors, Tools for Bible Study (Richmond: 
John Knox Press, 1956), p. 105. Grant attributes the formul~ without 
documentation, to his teacher, Henry J. Cadbury. The use of this formula 
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Three explanatory comments will attempt to clarify the structure 

of this formula: 

(1) Viewed vertically, each half of the equation presents a problem 

in proportionality. On the upper side, the Christian message in any 

age is seen not as a set of self-contained, timeless propositions, 

but as the address of God set over against the world in dialogue, a 

confrontation in which truth is disclosed in encounter.24 Conversely, 

is intended to clarify the hermeneutical process under discussion, not to 
verify it by mathematical logic. The form A/B = C/D here employed because 
of its usefulness for illustrative purposes. If an analogy of proportion 
ality between God and man were involved, the form A:B::C:D.would be pre 
ferable. Cf. John Mcintyre, "Ana l.ogy ;" Scottish Journal of Theology, 12: 
9, 16, 1959. 

24The unity of proclamation and situation is rooted in the nature of 
the I-Thou encounter of shared witness. Gerhard Ebeling comments rr • • 
that to the essence of the word belongs its oral character, i.e., its char 
acter of an event in personal relationship,that the word is thus no isolated 
bearer of meanings, but an event that effects something and aims at some 
thing11 (The New Hermeneutic, p. 87; cf. p. 103). The interpersonal rela 
tionship in which the Word is heard is not simply the conjoining of two 
separatB r68lities, but is itself the distinctive and indivisible reality 
from which the parts draw their proper meaning. For the recognition of 
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on the under side, the particular character of the temporal situation 

into which the Word is thrust determines the way in which the reve- 

lation is understood and the shape it assumes. Here, history may be 

understood, with George Buttrick, as a "D'i a l ogue between God and man 

in the language of events. 1125 

To summarize: relevance is to be found in the juxtaposition between 

the message and its world. Each element taken separately is inescap- 

ably time-bound. The enduring factor is the significance of the re- 

lationship between the two parts. In other words, because a message 

is shaped to address one specific situation, it may not be directly 

relevant in a different situation. Relevance is disclosed in the way 

in which the message engages its own world and seeks to transform the 

situation which it pr e sent.s . 

(2) Viewed horizontally, the equation expresses a fundamental 

extention in the traditional understanding of the scope of New Testa- 

this in modern psychotherapy see W. S. Taylor, "Analogical Thinking in 
Theology,11 Scottish Journal of Theology, 17:285-86, 1964. Cf. more 
generally, Emil Brunner, _Truth as Enoount.er , (Philadelphia: The West 
minster Press, 1964); Martin Buber, I and Thou (Second edition; Ed:tnburgh: 
T. & T. Clark, 1958). - - -- 

25George Buttrick, Christ and History (New York: Abingdon Press, 1963), 
p , 20. 
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ment interpretation. Heretofore, the typical approach began by first 

establishing a critical text and then subjecting it to thorough 

exegesis. Although some would stop at this point, many have felt con 

strained to move on "from anatomy to oecology1126 and study the material 

in its original habitat in order to appreciate the contribution of 

the message to its own environment. Within these limits of historical 

reconstruction, however, indicated by the left side of our formula, 

most New Testament scholars have been content to stop. 

Indeed, at the Symposium on Hermeneutics referred to above, 

Krister Stendahl flatly contended that to go further would be to move 

beyond the biblical discipline as such into the domain reserved for 

theology and philosophy.27 While a stern warning as to the limits 

both of our methodology and of our technical competence is always 

salutary, the overriding importance of what is now at stake demands 

on the contemporary situation, as indicated by the right side of the 

that the task of biblical study be enlarged to include, or at least 

permit, a systematic study of the bearing of the New Testament message 

formula. By placing past and present on opposite sides of the equal 

26nodd, op. cit., p. lJ. 

27Krister Stendahl, "Emp.Li.cat.Lons of Form-criticism and Tradition 
criticism for Biblical Interpretation, 11 Journal of Biblical Literature, 
77:33, 1958. Cf. Stendahl, ~DB, op. cit., p. 422; but contrast p. 4JO. 
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sign, the equation seeks to maintain a clear distinction between an 

historical description of what the Bible meant in its day and a 

theological affirmation of what the Bible means in our day, yet set 

the two meanings in direct relationship. 

To be sure, the historian qua historian can attempt to concentrate 

exclusively on the integrity with which he studies the past, maintain- 

ing a studied indifference to its implications for the present. The 

Christian interpreter, however, oannot be content with such a posture. 

It is axiomatic that any literature is to be understood only on its 

own terms. If the New Testament material is fundamentally kerygmatic, 

and of this scholarship is now certain, then its intention cannot be 

grasped apart from the act of proclamation. Just as the critic of 

Shakespeare must finally take his study to the stage, so must the 

interpreter of Paul complete his task in the pulpit.28 

Admittedly, the achievement of competence in all four areas in- 

dicated by our formula is an impossible undertaking for any one man, 

making interdisciplinary cooperation mandatory. It is in this sense 

that hermeneutic is coming to be understood as the integrating dis 

cipline of the entire theological enterprise. 29 At the same time, 

28Gerhard Ebeling, 11Word of God and Hermeneutic, 11 The ~ Hermeneutic, 
pp. 85~89, 107-109j Funk, op. cit., p. 175. 

29Robinson, op. cit., pp. 3-4, 6, 63, 67j Gerhard Ebeling, Word and 
Faith (Philadelphia-:-Fortress Press, 1963), pp. 27-28. -- -- 
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with the help of colleagues, the individual interpreter must dare to 

unite in his own thinking the whole range of the hermeneutical process. 

No better example of this is provided than by the career of the 

most influential New Testament scholar of this century, Professor 

Rudolf Bultmann. What is the secret of the towering significance of 

his contribution? Bultmann began by undertaking a study of the New 

Testament world, coupled with a minute analysis of the kerygma that 

arose within it. He then developed a systematic program which 

attempted to restate these findings in the light of his specific 

European situation. One may disagree radically both with Bultmann's 

presuppositions and with his conclusions, yet be forced to acknowledge 

the strength of his method in dealing seriously with all four factors 

(3) The entire equation is held together by an equal sign(=) at 

in our hermeneutical formula. 

its center uniting past and present. Obviously, no two stiuations 

can be identical, particularly when separated by twenty centuries, 

but they may become analogous at least in certain important respects. 

The implications of relating our task to the New Testament in this 

manner is well expressed by Professor John Mcintyre: 

. whenever we preach or write to be understood of our 
contemporaries, we embark upon analogy as the medium not 
simply of relevance but also of comprehensibility. The 
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bondage to the original writers and this obligation to 
discover the effective and faithful analogy--these form 
the members of the Cross which every preacher of the Gospel 
must carry. It is the former which saves the latter from 
becomming fantastic and exhibitionist; but the latter both 
saves the former from fossilisation and in so doing becomes 
the means whereby God guarantees now the truth of what happened 
then. In other words, analogy is-WOven into the very texture 
of Proclamation, and its presence there is not due to 9ur 
inventivenesg but to God1s will that it should be so.2Y 

With these clarifications of its constituent parts, we are now in 

a position to view the formula as a whole. This will enable us to 

grasp the decisive point at which we are to make our modern 

hermeneutical situation analogous to that in New Testament times. 

Let us notice first what is not being expressed here. Our message 

today is not represented as being the same as the New Testament 

message, any more than our modern world is identical with the first 

century world. Rather, the entire equation affirms that an analogous 

relationship should exist between the way in which our message 

impinges upon our day and the way in which the New Testament message 

29Mcintyre, op. cit., p. J. 
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impinged upon its day.30 This means that we have successfully executed 

the hermeneutical task when we proclaim our message to our world in 

such a way that it will have the same impact as did the proclamation 

of the New Testament message to the first century world.31 The con- 

tinuity is one of function, of mission, of purpose. 

It is here that we come to the crux of the matter. The early 

Church lived on the frontier of change from death to life, from bond- 

age to freedom, from the Old Age to the New Age. Because this community 

existed as a transformed and transforming remnant, the literature 

which was a precipitate of its life shared this burning sense of 

mission. Of the entire New Testament it may be said: 11These things 

30Philosophically, the formula expresses the analogical relationship of 
two proportions (analogia proportionalitas). 11In this analogy the similarity 
lies not in the attributes of the terms, but in the relations that hold be 
tween them11 (Ibid., pp. 9-10). Hermeneutically," ... the problem of 
relevance is the problem of analogy, the problem of discovering the figure, 
the image, even the parable, that will say to our generation what the 
kerygma said to the first century Christians" (Ibid., p. 3). 

3lon a "correspondence bet-ween the impact then and the impact now" 
see James D. Smart, 11The Restoration of Dialogue in Biblical Interpreta 
tion, 11 The Old Testament in Dialogue -with Modern Man (Philadelphia: The 
Westminster Press, 1964), pp. 11-27. -- 
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the full implications of this biblical intention and then frame a 

message which seeks to accomplish that intention in our day. We are 

not to say to Louisville the same thing that Paul said to Corinth, 

for Louisville is obviously not Corinth; rather, we are to develop a 

message for Louisville which will produce the same kind of Christian 

maturity that Paul was contending for in Corinth. 

Perhaps better than any other, the word "Lnt.ent.Lon" locates the 

crux of the hermeneutical process.33 Whatever else may be true of 

32John 20:31. 

33rt is characteristic of leading European theologians of the "new 
hermeneutic" to presuppose a Lutheran 11Wort-theologie11 and so approach 
the gospel as a "Language event11 (Sprac~ignis-Fuchs) or "word event" 
(Wortgeschehen-Ebeling). It is true that the Christian message was a 
decisive "new utterance11 (Amos N. Wilder, The Language of the Gospel 
/New York: Harper & Row, 19647, pp. 9-25), but this miraculous endow 
ment of speech gushed forth because lives were impelled by new purposes. 
Words, even holy words, were the coin of the realm, lying ready at hand 
to be used alike by Christian or non-Christian. This is amply indicated 
by the presence of numerous so-called "parallels." What was crucial was 
not the tongues of men and angels, or the gift of prophecy, for these 
would cease, but rather the distinctive aga~ behind Christian speech 
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the New Testament Christians, they were passionately concerned to 

accomplish certain specific purposes. Those today who, by faith, 

accept the authority of the Bible, believe that because these first 

Christians were privileged to participate in the unique Christ-event 

they were thereby enabled to apprehend, and the apprehended by, the 

ultimate intention of God for his world.34 Hence, the highest task 

these original intentions and then seek to reproduce them in our day. 

This emphasis on an identity of intention explains why our formula 

rejects all methods which seek to locate some timeless essence within 

the Gospel which would be universally relevant in every situation. 

(I Corinthians 13). Even the most spontaneous word (e.g. 11Help!0) 
arises to serve some controlling purpose. " •.. human words are like 
arrows, deriving their meaning from the goal at which they are directed 
and from the purpose which they serve" (Mcintyre, op. cit., p , 2). We 
must therefore ask not only what is said but why i~is"""S"aid. Even he 
who cries, ''Lord! Lor d l , tr may be a false prophet (Matthew 7: 15-23). 
Moreover, this approach transcends the distinction between word and deed 
(e.g. between the Cross as a message and as an act) since the intention 
is father of both. 

34on the fundamental importance of the New Testament data for the for 
mulation and testing of the modern message see Taylor, op. cit., p. 287. 
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-John Dillenberger has stated the issue well: 

The intentionality of a theological formulation cannot 
simply be captured in and of itself and then translated into 
another form or universe of d Lscour se , The intentionality 
of any theological statement can be discerned only in terms 
of the statement or formulation itself. The problem of in 
terpretation is that of analogically translating frorn one 
universe of discourse or configuration to another. But there 
is never simply an l!i_n betweenlr stage; nor is there the possi 
bility of peeling off layers until the essence has been laid 
bare. Intentionality and essence are not identica1.35 

TIJ. 

It now remains to comment briefly on each of the four factors in 

the hermeneutical formula in an effort to illustrate some of the 

practical implications involved in recovering the relevance of the 

New Testament. 

(1) We may well begin with a study of the New Testament world. 

Here, it will be useful to concentrate on an attempt to understand 

35John Dillenberger, 110n Broadening the New Hermeneutic,11 The New 
Hermeneutic, p. 154. This means that 11Hermeneutic is the program by 
which total configurations, in which truth is enshrined, endlessly con 
front each other in the totality and concreteness of their central 
c.La ims" (Ibid., p. 163). 
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the life of man in the first century. What were the economic hazards, 

the political insecurities, the spiritual stresses to which he was 

subjected? Behind the symbols that he used, both verbal and plastic, 

what frustrations, anxieties, aspirations, and convictions were seek 

ing to find expression?36 

Of particular interest for our purpose is the one domin~nt char- 

acteristic of the New Testament world, rapid and widespread change. 

Recent studies emphasize 11the variety, complexity and transitional 

character of Jewish religion in the time of Jesus.1137 This fluidity 

was also a marked feature of the larger Graeco-Roman world resulting 

from the symbiosis of Oriental and Hellenic cultures. What was the 

effect of this upheaval on the ordinary man? What challenge to religion 

resulted from the crisis of change? Once these questions are clarified, 

we gain some understanding of the womb in which the message was born. 

(2) Over against a world in travail we turn next to examine the 

New Testament faith which came to expression in response to the human 

predicament. Here, also, to cite but one approach, we may consider 

36As an example of the effort to penetrate the meaning of apocalyptic 
symbolism, see Amos N. Wilder, "Eschat.o.Logd ca L Imagery and Earthly Cir 
cumstance, 11 New Testament Studies, 5:229-245, 1959. 

37w. D. Davies, "Contemporary Jewish Religion, 11 Peake' s Commentary 
~the~ (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd·., 1962), p. 705. 
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those conflicts which illustrate the way in which faith responded to 

the crises prompted by change. Two examples of tension may be men 

tioned which are of particular significance. 

(a) Jesus came into a Jewish environment polarized around various 

attitudes toward change. The Pharisees, Sadducees, Zealots, and 

Essenes represented alternative responses of an Old Testament heritage 

to the Greek and Roman presence on Palestinian soil. The controversies 

of Jesus with these groups were essentially disputes over different 

ways to make an ancient religion relevant under drastically new cir 

cumstances. Taken alone, the teachings of Jesus in these conflicts 

have no direct bearing on our day (e.g. we do not observe the Sabbath, 

or fast, or wash ceremonially, or worship in one centralized Temple). 

However, the intention of Jesus in seeking to effect changes in his 

own religion does have direct significance for us today, for it 

illustrates the essential way in which faith responds to new challenges. 

(b) The Apostle Paul, likewise, was embroiled in controversy 

throughout his ministry. In his case the struggle centered on how 

the Christian faith should adapt itself to meet the new circumstances 

encountered in moving from the Jewish to the Gentile world. Time 

and again, Paul was faced with precisely our problem, that of assert 

ing the sovereignty of Christ against entirely new opposition. This 

is why the identification and study of Paul1s opponents has become an 
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exciting new ~pproach to an understanding of his theology.JS 

To summarize: within the New Testament we are confronted with 

innumerable examples of a changing faith for a changing world. In- 

deed, viewed most broadly, the New Testament is the story of the 

transition from the Old Covenant to the New, the transformation of 

national Israel into the universal Church. But change itself, how- 

ever dramatic, is not necessarily progress. The Jews had already 

drastically altered their ancient religion when Jesus arrived, and 

in many instances he protested that by so doing the divine purpose 

had been lost. In like manner, Paul1s converts and competitors were 

quick to exploit his doctrine of freedom in urging radical new ex- 

pressions of the faith, thus provoking his bitter protests. The 

interpreter must make a careful comparative study of both the true 

and the false changes advocated within the New Testament situation 

in order to formulate criteria for the authentic modification of the 

biblical message in any period. 

38nieter Georgi, Die Gegner des Paulus im 2. Korintherbrief. 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 19b4), esp. pp. 7-16. Cf. 
Eduard Schweizer, The Church as the Body of Christ (Richmond: John 
Knox Press, 1964), pp. 27ff.;c.K. l'ia'rrett, "Chr'Lst.Larii.t.y at Corinth,'1 

Bulletin of the~ Rylands Library, 46:269-297, 1964. 
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(3) This approach to the first century prepares us, in part, to 

study the twentieth century which we must serve. Again, we will wish 

to assess the impact of rapid change upon the spiritual sensibilities 

of modern man. Among the innumerable factors to be considered, one 

thinks immediately of the effect of the nuclear stalemate, of space 

exploration, of the knowledge explosion in the natural and social 

sciences, of urbanization and the inevitable collectivism which fol 

lows, of the racial revolution which has resulted in distinctively 

new social patterns. These are some of the obvious crises to which 

a message must speak if it is to be relevant. 

But an environment, like a target, is a quite specific thing, and 

we are to resist a tendency toward generalization which would over 

simplify by saying that "things are always the same everywhere." On 

the contrary, each concrete situation is unique, which may be illus 

trated by a·closer look at the 11new hermeneutic" itself. 

This movement has arisen primarily among the European university 

professors (Fuchs, Ebeling) and has functioned thus far largely 

within an academic context. This specific environment has, in turn, 

shaped the dominant purpose which the movement seeks to achieve. 

Nor is there any secret regarding the intention of this enterprise. 

The most articulate and aggressive advocate of the flnew hermeneutic" 

in America, James M. Robinson, has described its task as that of 
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attaining 11a re1ation to cultural. streams of our time which can 

provide a context in terms of which its message can be communicated •1139 

While a correlation of the Christian message with certain intel 

lectual. trends, particular1y those influenced by the 111.ater Heidegger, ul+O 

may be altogether laudable, it goes without saying that this is hardly 

the task of every interpreter in the church of today, It would be 

not only intel1ectual arrogance but hermeneutical naivete to suppose, 

for example, that a message developed in a sophisticated, intro- 

spective, state-church European culture could meet the needs of an 

unreflective, activistic, free-church American culture!41 Variety 

within the New Testament itse1f shou1d warn us against addressing 

our message to a rigid stereotype of "modern man ," 

39James M. Robinson, "Basa c Shifts in German Theology, 11 Interpretation, 
16: 91, 1962. Cf. The New Hermeneutic, p. 77: "It is the purpose of the 
present volume to investigate the extent to which this new hermeneutic 
provides as well an adequate point of focus for theology in the context 
of higher education in America.11 

4°James M. Robinson and John B. Cobb, Jr., editors. The Later Heidegger 
and Theology. "New Fronti.ers in Theology, 11 Vol. I (New York: Harper & Row, 
I953). 

l+lon the difference between the American and European situations see 
Amos Wilder, 11The Word as Address and the Word as. Meaning, 11 The ~ ~ 
meneutic, pp. 203-4. 
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Moving beyond a ~narrow preoccupation with intellectual currents 

that influence a significant but small elite, we may profit also 

from studies of American culture, more specifically of the emerging 

"New South." Equally useful are critical appraisals of our religious 

structures and practices, the probings of our sociological patterns, 

and the analyses of psychological mechanisms behind our prides and 

prejudices. Indeed, no approach may be discounted which helps to 

clarify the deepest dynamics of the context in which we minister, 

however humble it may be. 

(4) This brings us to the end of our quest, a relevant message 

for today. Thus far, we have dealt with two constants and one 

variable; now we encounter the unknown 11X11 awaiting solution. The 

other three elements may be studied with a degree of scientific 

precision, but this fourth factor involves a venture of creativity. 

The formulation of a modern message should be circumscribed with 

maximum safeguards, but within these limits the freedom of the Spirit 

must be operative. With the New Testament 11coefficient of correla 

tion" clearly in mind, the interpreter must dare to engage his world 

in dialogue, struggling to make that same purposeful impact today 

which God made through his servants in the long ago. 

This task will not be easy. Christian history is a sad record of 

many well-meaning interpreters who lost their gospel in the marketplace 
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of relevance. Not a few cautious spirits would heed this warning by 

refusing to tamper with the traditional language of faith, choosing 

rather to glory in the archaism and irrelevance of the faith.42 And 

yet, to the chagrin of the saints, the forceful idiom of one genera- 

tion becomes the tired cliche of the next. Static formulations be- 

come increasingly irrelevant as the times are inexorably transformed. 

It is not change as such that we seek to avoid, but compromise. 

The risk of restating the gospel is neatly summarized in a some- 

what sardonic comment of Dean Inge: 11If you marry the Spirit of your 

own generation you will be a widow in the next .1143 Two clarifications 

42Methodist Bishop Nolan B. Harmon is reported as responding to a Time 
article on Christian renewal as follows: 11The church has always prov~ 
most relevant to the world when she didn't give a whoop whether she was 
temporally relevant or not. All these efforts to accommodate the church 
to time, and ignore eternity, lose both time and eternity" (Time, Vol. 85, 
No. 2, p. 8, January 8, 1965). On the problem of archaism cf. Henry J. 
Cadbury, "The Peril of Archaizing Ourselves, 11 Interpretation, 3:331-334, 
1949; G. Ernest Wright, 11The Problem of Archaizing Ourselves, 11 Interpre 
tation, 3:450-59, 1949. 

4Jw. R. Inge, Diary of a Dean (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1950), 
p. 12, reporting a-c0"mment-made on November, 10, 1911, in a lecture on 
"The Cooperation of the Church with the Spirit of the Age." Since the 



JO 

are in order: 

(1) The hermeneutical concern is nbt to embrace the modern mood but 

to contend with it on behalf of the cla;ims of Christ. The urgent 

issue is not whether the church capitulates to contemporary man but 

whether it confronts him with a proclamation which makes unmistakably 

clear the radical demands of the gospel upon the totality of his con- 

crete existence. 

(2) The Dean appears to have overlooked the fact that we are not 

eligible even for widowhood in the next generation. He is correct 

that the spirit of our age will die, but he forgets that we will die 

with it. Mercifully, we are not required to anticipate what may meet 

the needs of tomorrow, since only God knows what that day may bring 

(Matthew 6:34). Rather, we are to take up the task that never changes, 

that of fashioning our finest understanding of the New Testament mes- 

sage for the one generation we are given to serve. 

Instead of clinging timidly to anachronistic formulations of the 

faith which spoke to life a century ago, let us ci;=llebrate the "g.lven- 

neas" of the world that God has shaped in our day, offering it a 

contemporary counterpart to that unique biblical message which forever 

expressed the divine intention for human history. 

context was that of church involvement in secular movements, there is, 
of course, a measure of validity in the warning. 
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Professor C. H. Dodd, in the inaugural address with which we began, 

anticipated the position to which we have now come, although he did 

not comment on it extensively. Said he, in a brief but suggestive 

summary: 

Our task is not thus to pick and choose, but to grasp the 
whole first-century Gospel in its temporary, historical, and 
therefore actual, reality, and then to make the bold and even 
perilous attempt to translate the whole into contemporary terms. 

The ideal interpreter would be one who has entered into that 
strange first-century world, has felt its whole strangeness, has 
sojourned in it until he has lived himself into it, tninking and 
feeling as one of those to whom the Gospel first came; and who 
will then return into our world, and give to the truth he has dis 
cerned a body out of the stutf.'f of our own thought. 

This is 
able to 
the New 
posed. 

an ideal. That any of us, or all of us together, will be 
realize it fully, or to give a final interpretation of 
Testament, final even for our own age, is not to be sup 
But here our task lies. 
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