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CHRISTOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS IN THE LIGHT OF DOUG FOSTER’S “CHRISTOLOGY IN THE STONE-CAMPBELL MOVEMENT”

John Mark Hicks

Harding University Graduate School of Religion

The Stone-Campbell Movement has an interesting and diverse Christological tradition.  Doug Foster’s survey provides a starting point for reflection on the person of Christ.  He has introduced us to a landscape that I want to cultivate.

Introduction

Four general features are evident in our history which are roughly equivalent to four successive generations.  These four features will provide the structure of my response to Doug’s paper.

First, the Stone-Campbell movement has had a general aversion to specific theological reflection on the person of Christ.  We have valued biblical language and a minimalist Christology that is rooted in the factuality of Christ’s redemptive work.

Second, building on that minimalism, we have practiced a de facto Christological diversity.  We have embraced vague Christologies because we sought unity in the light of the single fact that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. Christological reflection was unnecessary except to establish this common ground and condemn speculations. 

Third, our Christological minimalism has expanded in this century.  While leaders in the first decades of the 19th century sought common ground in biblical facts rather than speculative theories (e.g., Unitarians vs. Trinitarians), early 20th century leaders reacted against modernist and cultic Christologies that threatened that common ground (e.g., modernist/fundamentalist controversy; the rise of the Jehovah’s Witnesses).  

Fourth, we have shifted from an emphasis rooted on a common factual confession that Jesus is the Christ to a Trinitarian emphasis on his deity.  Trinitarianism has been (re)born among us.  An incarnational theology, represented by Max Lucado in particular, dominates the current climate in our churches.  Interestingly, this renewal has primarily developed along ethical and devotional/spiritual lines.

Exploration

The First Generation

The relationship between Stone and Campbell fundamentally shaped our Christological attitudes.  Doug has covered this ground in detail.  However, I want to stress two significant points:  (1) the importance of biblical terminology and  (2) the confession of the one fact, i.e., Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.

While Campbell was never entirely comfortable with Stone’s Arian leanings, 
 Campbell’s Christological test was whether people "supremely venerate, and unequivocally worship the King my Lord and Master, and are willing to obey him in all things."
 Thus, while Campbell placed himself among the Protestant Reformers on Christological issues
 (even willing to use the term “Trinitarian” to describe himself in 1846
), he recognized that the basis of union was broader than that orthodoxy.

After the union in 1832, Campbell believed that the "Christians" had left their opinions behind and had come to affirm the substance of his Christological test.
  While Stone had earlier flirted with Arianism, 
  he indicated that uniting with the Reformers meant that he laid aside all his former speculations and spoke only in the "words of inspiration."
  Stone acknowledged his debt to Campbell for "expressing the faith of the gospel in the words of revelation.”
  In his last decade, his Christological statements are replete with biblical phrases without extended speculation as to their ultimate ontology.
  

Thus, biblical language was the test for acceptance in the new movement.  The confession that Jesus is the Christ, the son of God was sufficient.
  Campbell writes:  “If [a Unitarian or Trinitarian] will ascribe to Jesus all Bible attributes, names, works, and worship, we will not fight with him about scholastic words.”
  The “very soul, body and spirit of the gospel…is in the proper answer to the question, What think ye of Christ?” Christian union is found in the “declaration of our faith in the person, mission, and character of Jesus Christ.” 
  Thus, union rested on the fact of Jesus was the Christ, the son of God.  In the context of swirling Trinitarian and Christological debates, Campbell called for the simplicity of biblical language.  Walter Scott, as Foster points out, solidified this perspective.

Second Generation

The second generation inherited an aversion to Christological speculation though there are some exceptions.  Doug noted at least two, C. L. Loos and W. K. Pendleton. 
  I would add Hiram Christopher as a third. 
  These press beyond the simplicity of faith towards theological reflection, even speculation.  They represent a move beyond Campbell himself though rooted in Campbell’s non-speculative anti-Unitarianism that became clear in the 1846 Millennial Harbinger.
  One result was that the second generation increasingly distinguished itself from Unitarianism.

In general, however, the second generation hated speculation, particularly “isms”—Unitarianism and Trinitarianism.  They called for a simple confession of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God.  Multiple articles and sermons, based on Matthew 22:42, “What think ye of Christ?,” articulated this point.
  From Benjamin Franklin to L. L. Pinkerton, they emphasized the mystery of the person rather than speculative theology.
  Pinkerton, for example, wrote that the “essential truth lies on the surface.  It has respect to a person, not to a doctrine.”
  

Issac Errett’s “Our Position” illustrates the implementation of this Christological test.  Errett finds agreement with evangelicalism when it affirms the "divine excellency and worthiness of Jesus as the Son of God; his perfect humanity as the Son of Man” and “the incarnation of the Logos—the eternal Word of God—in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.”
  Although orthodox in theology, Errett continues, “we demand no other faith, in order to baptism and church membership, than the faith of the heart in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
  All who trust “in the Son of God and obey him are our brethren.”

Despite--as Doug noted--the lack of Christology in his Gospel Plan of Salvation, T. W. Brents reflects a typical second-generation Christology in his sermon “The Sonship of Christ.”
  Brents positions himself between Trinitarianism and Unitarianism by affirming that “Jesus is the son of God.”
  The Father and son are distinct eternal persons, but the son is subordinate to the Father and the Father is alone the “very and eternal God.”
  Brents protects the monarchy of the Father, but also the divinity of the son who becomes incarnate.  Beyond that he leaves it to the mystery of godliness.
  

Another example consistent with Brents is Benjamin Franklin who also rejected both Unitarianism and Trinitarianism in favor of a simple confession that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  He cared nothing for the “theories about the Trinity” since “they wrote about a matter which they confessed they could not understand, explained a matter which they confessed could not be explained, and yet required men to believe their theories, on pain of damnation!”

Third Generation

Christological discussions in the early and mid-twentieth century Churches of Christ were shaped by the modernist controversies on the one hand and the rise of various “heretical” cults on the other (e.g., Jehovah’s Witnesses).  Early in the century, especially as the Fundamentalists set the tone in the 1910s and 20s and also as a way of distinguishing themselves from the increase of liberalism among the Disciples, the Churches of Christ emphasized the deity of Jesus.

One example of anti-modernist rhetoric is G. C. Brewer’s 1927 sermon series entitled Christ Crucified.  (The climactic [and longest] sermon was on evolution.
)  The “modernists” do not believe in the virgin birth, the vicarious death nor the resurrection of Jesus.  Here the fundamentalist influence is unmistakable.  “They do not believe that he was Immanuel, God with us.  Or that he was ‘the Christ, the Son of the living God’.”
  

In the 1950s Fred O. Blakely authored a lengthy essay entitled “Why I am Not a Unitarian.”
  He accepts Nicea and argues for a classic Trinitarianism.
  Nevertheless, he also maintains an emphasis found in the 19th century.  While he rejects the opinions of Arians and modalists he insists that “in so doing” he does “not seek to impeach their faith in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, or to impugn the purity of the motives which prompt them.”

Such examples could be multiplied (almost) ad infinitum in the periodical, lectureship and study book literature of this century. 
  Doug has given us some examples in his material.

Fourth Generation

An emergent Trinitarianism is evident among us, not only among Churches of Christ, but also in other branches of the Stone-Campbell Movement.
  Even though our biblical scholars are somewhat hesitant, this shift comes from several quarters.  First, the previous generation’s defense of the deity of Christ forced some reflection along this line.  Second, the renewal of Trinitarianism in this century (beginning with Karl Barth) has filtered down to our educators and trained ministers.  Third, the stress on incarnational theology (particularly within missiology and ethics) has reaffirmed that God was really among us as Immanuel.  Fourth, postmodern audiences yearn to hear about community, empathy and relationality which incarnational emphases address.

Trinitarianism is present in many quarters of contemporary Churches of Christ.  It is regularly discussed at lectureships and conferences, and is given a place in contemporary theological works.
  The earliest beginnings of this resurgence was anti-Jehovah’s Witness rhetoric like that found in Hugo McCord which Doug has noted.  McCord describes Jesus in lofty language as “the Father of Eternity” (based on Isaiah 9:6) and “no less than Jehovah.”
  Unlike most of the first and second generations, he is willing to use the term “Trinity” since “the Godhead is a threefold being.”  Yet, there is a functional hierarchy in the immanent Trinity and he accepts Campbell’s distinction between “Word” and “Son.”
  

One of the best examples of this Trinitarian emergence is Roy H. Lanier, Sr.’s 1974 Timeless Trinity which dared to use the traditional word and unfold a traditional, even orthodox, understanding of Trinity.
  Lanier’s book enabled a wide acceptance of the term “Trinity” when earlier in our history it was seen as an “ism.”  The book stresses the deity of Christ (seven of the eight chapters on Christ are about his deity).

Futhermore, recent years have emphasized the incarnational presence of God in the context of ethics and spiritual devotion.  “What Would Jesus Do?” has become the ethical slogan of the last decade of the twentieth century and Max Lucado has certainly dominated devotional/spiritual reflection on the meaning of the incarnation.

Ethical reflection has risen to the top of our Christological interests.  This is probably due to the recent shift from the epistles to the gospels in our preaching and teaching.  Olbricht’s 1979 theology of Mark, The Power to Be, is a good example.
  In 1987 Shelly followed with his Surely This Man Was the Son of God.
  That same year Hazelip and Durham published Jesus: Our Mentor and Our Model in the same vein.
  Harding University’s 1988 lectureship on the Gospel of Mark was entitled The Lifestyle of Jesus.

Max Lucado, however, has been the most influential of all.  His Christology is pervasive in our pulpits, our pews and throughout evangelical culture.  His recent Just Like Jesus represents his ethical reflection,
 but his God Came Near, one of his first books, reveals his Christological presuppositions.
  While, as Doug reminds us, Lucado brilliantly brings Jesus to life for us and reminds us of his humanity, I fear that his incarnational theology undermines the very thing he wants to press--Christ’s empathetic humanity.  His theology seems to lack any significant kenosis.  Instead, Mary “knows she is holding God.”
  He is the “infant-God” to whom Mary prays.
  His Jesus counts the stars as he lies in his crib and remembers his creative work.  Mary is tempted to call him “Father.”
  This type of incarnational theology tends to undermine the humanity of Jesus because it assumes that Jesus did not really identify with the human psyche.  The divine mind informs and empowers the human life of Jesus in such a way that he is no longer a genuine model for struggling Christians.  I think his Christology needs a good dose of the incarnation as a participation in fallenness where Jesus assumes fallen human nature, struggles with sin and shares our weaknesses.
  In other words, Lucado’s Johannine Christology needs to be tempered with the Christology of the synoptics and Hebrews.  Contrary to Doug’s reading, I believe Lucado ultimately subsumes the human under the divine.

Conclusion

Our Christological story line has moved from a search for doctrinal unity in the midst of competing Christologies to the full embrace of a Trinitarian incarnational theology that focuses on the ethical life.  We have learned from our heritage not to get overheated in speculation and we have learned from others the importance of an incarnational theology for the Christian life.  Perhaps we can maintain the biblical confession that Jesus Christ is the Son of the God as our common faith while at the same time reflecting theologically on the meaning of that confession for our understanding of God and ethics.  In so doing, perhaps we can have the best of both worlds.  We have often been reactionary, but we have also sought a common, simple confession of Jesus Christ as the Son of God.  We must maintain that simplicity but at the same time reflect theologically on what that means for the life of the church.  Simplicity must not entail naivete and theology must not mean speculative metaphysics.  Rather, the church confesses that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God and seeks to understand what that means and how that applies.  The church must be shaped by its confession, but it can only be shaped if there is some reflection on what that confession means.

Where is the best Christological work in our movement?  It is not found at the higher echelons of our academic life.  It is not found in the devotional/spiritual literature of Max Lucado.  Both are important perspectives, and while we tend to underestimate the value of Lucado and overestimate the value of scholarship, the best work is done in preaching Jesus.  Our  best printed Christological work, despite its anti-modernist ring and anti-Catholic flavor, may be the 1927 sermons by G. C. Brewer.

While advocating the deity of Christ, Brewer was equally concerned to emphasize the empathetic suffering of Jesus as a human being. Brewer articulates the themes of empathetic suffering, real humanity, and friendship with sinners so common in Max Lucado.  Brewer’s sermon “Christ the Man of Sorrows” eloquently describes how Jesus sympathetically grieves with us.
.  He also applies the “perfecting” (teleio÷w) theology so important in Hebrews (2:10; 5:9; 7:28).  In Jesus Christ, God is the empathetic one who fully embraced our humanity and was perfected through suffering.

In closing one of his sermons, he paints the picture of a weeping, even “quivering,” God listening to the prayer of the weeping Jesus in Gethsemane.  But the weeping God is also the loving God who yearns to redeem fallen humanity.
  The Father hears the prayer of his Son but answers “No” for the sake of lost humanity.  This is the love of God that he sent his Son as a i˚lasmo\ß for a lost world (1 John 4:10).  This is incarnational theology at its best, and this is the Christology that still speaks to our hearts and can shape the life of the church in a cruciform manner.
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