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your private and public worship, your life here and now as well as your
life in the “world to come.” Only when you do that will you fulfill the task
of a good theologian—one who thinks and speaks about both the true
God and real human beings in the real world.

I have tried to help you fulfill this task throughout the book, but you
will find specific and concrete help especially in the section “For Further
Reflection and Study” at the end of each chapter. You might find it
helpful to glance first at this section every time you begin a new chapter.

Your Religious Background

You begin your study of theology not only with the whole personal and
social background that makes you the particular kind of person you
are. You begin also with some sort of religious background. Some of you
who read this book are already deeply committed Christians. Some of
you have serious doubts about the truth and meaning of the Christian
faith. Some of you probably belong to the church because it’s the thing
to do, without either deep commitment or serious thought one way or
the other. Some of you already know a lot about the Bible and the
doctrines of your church. Others of you know practically nothing. For
some of you, the assertion “The Bible says . . .” or “Our church teaches

.” carries great weight. Others of you are not impressed with such
statements and won’t buy anything until you are shown its truth and
relevance.

I have been troubled throughout the book about this wide divergence
among you. How can I speak relevantly to all of you at once? If you are
studying this book in a class with other people, you will soon be
confronted with the same problem: How can you discuss theology
meaningfully with people whose religious background and faith are
different? There is no easy solution to the problem. But as I have written
this book, there are two rules I have tried to follow to include all of you
in the conversation. I suggest that you keep them in mind as you study
the book, and especially as you discuss it with other people. They are
general rules for being a good theologian, for “doing theology.”

1. Be honest! Be honest with yourself and with other people—and
above all with God. Don’t apologize for, or try to hide, what you believe,
whether it is right or wrong in the eyes of others. And don’t apologize for,
or try to hide, what you cannot believe or have a hard time believing.
Growth in understanding and growth in faith are possible only when
there is neither self-deception nor an attempt to fool God and other
people. An honest doubter is closer to the truth than a superficial or
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dishonest believer. To quote the words of the great Christian theologian,
P. T. Forsyth, “A live heresy is better than a dead orthodoxy.”

2. Recognize your own limitations. Theology deals with a God whose
thoughts are not our thoughts and whose ways are not our ways (Isa.
55:8). Theologians who are sure that they have all the answers to all
questions and that their task is simply to convince others that this is so
are bad theologians. They only prove that they know nothing at all of the
majesty and mystery of the God who cannot be captured and mastered
by any human system of thought. Sometimes it is more believing to say
“I just don’t know” than to be too smugly sure. Sometimes it is better to
leave some questions open until we have more light. It is often the case
that sincere, serious Christians disagree even on very important ques-
tions, so that it simply cannot be said that this or that is the Christian
position. In other words, we will be good theologians when we are
modest theologians, acknowledging our own limitations, recognizing
that we may be wrong at this or that point, knowing that we need to be
open to let ourselves be helped by as well as to help, to be changed by as
well as to change, those who think differently from us.

I have tried to follow these rules myself. I have tried to be honest
about what I think myself, yet to invite you to examine and criticize the
positions I have taken. Instead of trying to give one right solution to
every problem, I have often described several possible solutions, sug-
gesting the arguments for and against each and leaving it up to you to
decide. Sometimes I have only raised questions, suggesting some factors
that have to be taken into consideration in searching for answers,
without giving any answers as such.

You will be fortunate if different members of your study group
choose different alternatives and different answers, and if you are
willing to give them the same freedom to be honest about their faith and
doubts that you want for yourself. You will learn far more from genuine
open debate than from total agreement.

All this means that when you have finished your study, you will not
have a nicely wrapped-up system of theology with every question
answered and every problem solved. You will not have “arrived” in your
understanding of the Christian faith; you will only be a little further
along the way. Moreover, you will be better theologians just because you
have learned that our faith must be in the God who is beyond all that any
of us can ask or think, and not in our simple or complicated, liberal or
conservative, orthodox or heretical theology.
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WHO IS THE AUTHOR?

Your task as theologians is clarified not only by reflection about who
you are, but also by some things you ought to remember about the
theologian who wrote the book you are studying. One of the things you
ought to keep in mind about me is that I am an ordained minister and
professional theologian. This carries with it some advantages and
disadvantages.

Professional Limitations

On the one hand, it means that I am at least supposed to have more
competence than most of you in understanding and explaining the
teachings of the Bible and the church. But on the other hand, it means
that most of my time and work are spent in an ecclesiastical and
academic environment. If, as we have said, theology has to do with the
truth of God in relation to every aspect of life in the world, then many of
you know more about that side of the theological task than I do. I have
done my best not to write from an ivory tower, but I have been very
much aware of the limitations of my profession. You should keep this in
mind also. And you can help counterbalance my limitations by carefully
examining what I have written in the light of your own experience and
by listening seriously to those who have competence in other fields.
What are the reactions of a homemaker, a medical doctor, a public
official, a business leader, a sales clerk, a scientist, to what you read in
this book? You will study the book as good theologians, not when you
study it as if it had nothing to do with what people in such “worldly”
vocations know, but when you constantly invite criticism and additional
information from them. Good theology is a two-way conversation
between preachers and lay people, church and world, professional
theologians and experts in other areas. So take advantage of whatever
help is available to you from both sides.

The Problem of Language

Part of my job is to interpret the language of the Bible and the technical
terminology of the church. I have tried to do that in this book. You will
find such words as justification, sanctification, sin, grace, salvation, and
eschatology throughout the book. I have used such religious language
deliberately. Just as you have to learn the vocabulary of psychology or
physics or sociology if you are going to study those sciences, so you have
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to understand the vocabulary of the Bible and the church if you are to
understand the science of theology.

On the other hand, you must watch us professional theologians very
carefully! Sometimes we know what we are talking about when we use
the language of our profession, but do not explain it so that other people
can understand it. And sometimes we unconsciously use technical
jargon to avoid difficult problems, or to hide from ourselves and others
the fact that we ourselves do not know what we are talking about. I have
done my best to avoid both faults, but may not always have been
successful. So read this book very critically. Keep asking all the way
through: Does it make sense? What is the meaning of this biblical or
technical word? Has the author explained it adequately? Is it my fault or
his that I do not understand? And be just as hard on other members of
your study group. Don't let anyone get by with meaningless or ambigu-
ous jargon. Keep asking for definitions and explanations—even of the
most basic words, such as God or Christ or Spirit or sin. Theology that is
only intellectual or pious or undefined biblical jargon is always bad
theology. It is not enough to say “The Bible says . . .” or “The church
teaches . . .” or “Theologians say . . .” The job is not done until the
meaning of such statements is clear.

The Problem of Personal Bias

No matter how seriously theologians try to put aside their personal
wishes, feelings, and opinions in order to understand the truth about
God and God’s ways with the world, their understanding of the truth is
always distorted because they see or hear from the perspective of their
particular race, sex, economic class, religious and national heritage.
That is also true of the white, male, middle-class, North American
Presbyterian who wrote this book. Even when I have left questions open
and have presented several alternative solutions, you will probably see
what my own personal preferences are. Even when I have quoted
scripture or the teachings of the church or the writings of other
theologians, what comes out is inevitably my interpretation of them. I
have tried to be fair in describing the position of those with whom I
differ and to recognize the limitations and difficulties of my own
position. I have tried not to twist what others have written to suit my
own taste and fancy. Many of the changes in this revised edition are the
result of my trying to listen especially to the voices of people who are
different from me: women, members of racial and ethnic minorities, the
poor and oppressed, and theologians of the third world. But still my
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biases and limitations will show through—more clearly to those of you
who are different from me than to me.

This means that you must study this book with a critical eye. Your
task is not to learn just what I think, but what the truth is. But how can
you distinguish between the truth itself and my biased interpretation of
it? You must be careful here, because the temptation is to judge what the
book says by your personal biases. If you do that, you still will not
discover the truth, but only the confirmation of your own likes and
dislikes. You will finish exactly where you began, having learned
nothing. What are the criteria, then, by which you can at least honestly
try to get past both my and your own prejudices? There are some. They
are the criteria by which both what I have written and your study of it
should be guided—criteria that define the task of Christian theology as
such.

THE TASK OF THEOLOGY

What we have to do and the way we should go about it comes into focus
as soon as we say that what we are concerned with is not just theology in
general but Christian theology. Our task is to try to understand a
particular view of God, human beings, and the world, the content and
nature of which is no more a matter of personal opinion than is the
content and nature of Marxist communism or Freudian psychology. As
with the teachings of Marx or Freud, so with the religion identified with
the name of Christ—we may like or dislike what we are told. We may
believe it or not, accept it or not. We may and should criticize any
particular interpretation of it. But when we are asked to say what
Marxism or Freudianism or Christianity is, we are neither asked nor
allowed simply to express our own likes, dislikes, wishes, opinions, or
prejudices about politics, psychology, or religion. We have to try to
understand a way of thinking and living that is identifiable quite apart
from our own personal preferences and ideas.

In the case of Christian theology, there are three objective factors that
have to be taken into consideration. They are the criteria that have
guided me as I have tried to say what the Christian faith is. And they are
the criteria that can help you evaluate both what I have written and your
own reactions. My purpose in writing and your task in studying this
book is to understand the truth about God, human beings, and the world
as it is made known, believed, and experienced in Jesus Christ, the Bible,
and the church.
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and study. . . . For it does not matter to me to learn how Ursin or
Luther or Anselm or Augustine or Irenaeus [that is, great
theologians in the history of the church] thought about the
matter and formulated and determined it—they and their
decisions are too new. I want that which is old, original and
solely authentic: Holy Scripture itself” (G. Menken, nineteenth-
century theologian).?

What should your attitude be toward someone whose theological

beliefs are different from yours?

What should be the attitude of Christian theology toward such

secular disciplines as science and psychology? Toward other

religions?

What is the difference between “Reformed” and “Presbyterian”?

. Is “Always reforming and being reformed” a dangerous slogan?
. Would “I believe; help my unbelief” be a good motto as you study

Christian theology?





