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I ntroductory Comments

Missionaies can find themselves reading evangdical theology which espouses
postionswe sugect are different than our own. For example, it may betha we notice an
evangdical author does not hold to theinerrancy of Scriptures as evangdicals have traditiondly
undestoodtha dodrine We sense tha the author might be trying to recongruct that dodrinefor
his or her own purposes. Or it mightbethat a millennial view expressed in a published article
differsfrom our postion. These kind of differences are theological in naure. Other types of
differences are a'so possible. For example, it could betha an authorin thecounty we have
adopted as missionaies describes the situation of the church in our home country in such away
tha we do notrecognize our homeland church in the author@ description. We sense tha perhaps
misrepresentation is hgppening. These kind of differences may be dueto cultura or historical
factors.

How should we persondly evaluate and, if called upon,respondto these
discrepant undestandingsof theology and history? This questionis particularly relevant in light
of therecently published theological pamphlet of the Japan Evangdical Assodation entitled,
(rundamentalism.G Several of thearticlesin the pamphlet seem to espouse or imply theological
and historical/cultural undestandingstha probably lie outside the comfort zoneof mos
evangdica missonaiesin Japan.

Oneanswver would beto do nothing by way of persond evauaion or public
respons. Thisisan easy solutionfor those who accept the pogmoden idea tha these kind of
theologica and historical differences smply reflect culturally deermined undestandingsand
local truths Those who hold to this solution could reason tha particular authors hold certain
theological or historical viewpoints because of ther cultural settings Ther undestandingsare
determined by thar persond context. Tryingto arguefor the soundnes of a viewpoint not
nomally consdered natural to tha context is consdered sugiciousbecause such amoveis seen
as an impostion of aforeign, and therefore ingoproprate, way of thinking. So theeasy way out
would beto choos notto engagein such argumentation. In our pogmodean world this passive
respong to published theological and historical differences can beacomfortable respon.

But for those of uswhoresist therelativism at theheart of pogmoden thinking,
ourrespon® is not so easy. Responding wisely to differing theological undestandingsisa
complicated task. One necessary element of thetask isto debae theactud content of the
differences. For example, wha isinerancy? Wha kindsof postionscan onehdd oninerrancy
and still be consdered evangdica? How many nuanced levels of inerancy are there? These kind
of questionsthrug usdirectly into discussion about specific theological content.

However, asif discussing theological contentis nat enoughof a chdlenge there
isalso theequdly important task of trying to identify thetheological methodobgy used in any
given theological discussion. Before Qloing theologyQparticipants would benefit from reflecting
onhowto doit. Theological methodobgy is atopic at theforefrontof contemporary evangdical
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theology. Entire booksare written on Qorolegomena Oliterally, the Qvord before.OFor example,
before diving into adiscussion aboutinerancy, it is hdpful first to clarify the theological
methodobgy used in thediscussion. If bath sides can agree on some basic methodobgical
guiddinesthe actud enauing theological discussion standsa goodchance of shedding light, not
jud heat, onthe subject at hand.

Thepurmpo< of this articleis to identify some aspects of an evangdical
theological methodobgy which mightinject a degree of health into theological discussionswe as
missionaies encountr. To try to accomplish this task in the short space of this article, ten
methodobgical points are toudhed upon,and those only in an inrodudory manne. This, then, is
buta primer ontheimportant subject of methodolbgy in contemporary theology.

Healthy Methodological Framework for Reading Evangdical Theology

A hedlthy but critical methodobgical approach to reading theology hdpsuskeep
our theological bdance in the possibly confusngworld of contemporary theology. Assuming
tha mogs missionaies find themselves in the postion of responding at thepersond level to
published theological postionsrather than in the podtion of actudly writing theology, the
methodobgical factors bdow are placed in theinterrogaive form in orde to hdp usread
theology in asomewhat critical manne.

Note tha thefollowing methoddogical list is nat exhaugive. Much more could
bewritten. Also bear in mind tha thefollowing discussion of methodobgy is not only applicable
to thetheological discipline of systematic theology. Themethodobgical stance outlined bdow is
also applicable to reading theological studies of the Old Testament, the New Testament, and
church history.

1. Has the Theology Been Published Hastily?

Contemporary theology, induding the evangdical variety, is bengwritten and
published at afast rate. For theonewho wants to keep up to dae with contemporary theology
this speed of produdion meansthere is dways anather publication to read or another theological
websgte to check. Thetask of reading theology can be endess. For the onewho writes
contemporary theology, this speed of produdion meanstha mog theological works published
with theword GontemporaryQin thetitle will likely beirrelevant within afew short years. Only
the outstanding contributonswill have alonglife span. This judgnent applies to this article as
well!

Sometimes this fast publication speed allows the authors to write ther goodideas
at afaster pace. However, in our hurried sodety the thoughtulness, thoroughnes, and care of a
theological work can easily beundermined by hasty publication. If there isevidence tha the
theological work in question was hastily assembled, thereis goodreason to think tha its qudity
has been negaively affected.

2. Does the Publication Display a Working Knowledge of the Diversity of Opinion on the
Subject?

The speed with which theology is now published might also reflect the diversity
of viewpoints within Christian evangdical theology. Dueto technological advances all these
viewpoints can quite easily be published, not only on paper butaso ontheinterne. For ingance,
Alister McGrath@introdudory textbookon Christian theology indudes alist of theological



webstes.2 Theresult is averitable smorgasbord of published theological works. Some of the
current hotspots of evangdical theology display this diversity of opinion: God (theology prope,
Christology, pnaumatology, Trinitarian theology, open thasm, etc.), salvation (soteriology;,
theology of religions etc.), and theological anthropology (gende rolesin Christian homes and
churches, evangdism and sodal action, etc.). Reputable evangdical scholars do not necessarily
take the same pogtionson these kindsof theological subjects.

Diverdity isaso evident in theological methodobgy. One such example isthe
founddiond issue of theological sources and ther relative degrees of authority. Tha is, howare
theBible, Christian tradition, the church, and culture weighted in thar authoritative importance
for Qloing theology® Historically, onemajor difference between Protestant and Roman Catholic
theology was that Protestants indsted on the priority of theauthority of the Bible (rightly
interpreted in its origind autographg whereas Roman Catholics undestood the church to bethe
authorntative interpreter of both Christian tradition and the Bible itself. However, many
contemporary Protestant, even evangdical, theologians seem to arguetha more authority should
be attributed to the church as a source for doing theology. These writers see the church as the
community for which theology is written and therefore seem to imply tha theology should
primarily beaccountble to the church. The community known as the church thusbecomes
authoritative over theology itself. It is no accident tha thetitle of thelate Stanley GrenzO
introdudory theological textbookis Theology for the Community of God.3 Some contemporary
evangdical theologians seem hgppy to attribute more theological authority to the church than
evangdicals of yesteryear would have done Diversity in theological methodobgy seems as
prevalent as diversity in theologica content.

So contemporary theological material isreadily available. Christianswho do nat
have an awareness of the breadth of optionsavailable, and who themselves have not read much
theology, will quite easily beimpressed with thefirst theological viewpoint they hagppen to read.
If wha they read hgppensto bewell bdanced, showing awareness of diversity onthe subject,
thar faith will beenriched. But if wha they read argues for adebatable point of view, with no
awareness of diversity, readers likely will be unable to evaluae the postion taken by the author.
Even if missionaies cannotkeep up with the publication speed of contemporary theology, it is
hdpful for them to knowthe basics of theology, including at least an introdudory awareness of
some of theissuesin contemporary theology, in order to keep thear theological bdance.

3. Is the Opposing Viewpoint Treated with Care and Respect?

We wholivein apostmodan era seem to like thingstha are new. Contemporary
theology displays the same postive attitudetoward new ideas. However, there may bea high
price tag attached to thisindination. That is, contemporary theology® search for new ideas leads
it to take a critical stance toward historically hdd viewpoints and idess. It could bethat this lack
of respect for historical theology generates the tendency within contemporary theology to
describethe past usng caricature. Tha is, contemporary theology tendsto oversimplify thepast
in order to make a case for some new idea. Such shdlow historical research can lead to
revisionist historical theology. It seemstha contemporary theology has atendency to manipulate
history in order to generate new and purportedly more attractive theological congrudts. So
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contemporary theology seemsto have a fascinaion with the new and a smultaneoussuspicion or
disrespect of theold. To be a contemporary theologian and yet champion the old viewpoints can
bring afloodof criticism.

Some evangdical theologiansare pointing theway back to adegper respect for
thetheological postionsof yesteryear. Thomas Oden is oneof these.4 Another oneis Alister
McGrath who bdieves history isimportant to theology. Aboutthirty percent of hisintrodudory
theological textbookfocuses on history.® So in our pogmoden context thereis a certain degree
of evangdica awarenessthat theology is donewithin a paticular historical and cultural context.

Neverthdess, both theologica and historical caricature remain evidentin
published evangdical theology. Caricature serves no postive theological purmpos becauseitis
manipulative. Wha is needed to make theology credible and therefore hdpful is careful
description and nuandng of the opposng side® position(s). Millard Erickson® Christian
Theology, which has become a standad introdudory systematic theology text used in
evangdica seminariesin the English speaking world, is agoodexample of theology carefully
donewithoutcaricature.b Ericksonis congstent in describing the landscape of any given
theological topic. Following this, he pants out what he sees to be the pluses and minuses of the
possible theological options and then gives his position. Thiskind of methodobgy is hdpful for
readers of theology because it displays a working knowledgeof therelevant theological
postions It allows thereader to see thelay of theland so an informed decision can bemadeas
to wha theological postionto hold. It treats thereader with respect rather than in a controlling
manne.

When this kind of working knowledgeaboutthediversity of opinion onany given
theologica subject is notforthcomingin contemporary evangdical theology, it is best to read the
theology with a healthy hermeneutic of sugpicion. Why has thetheological context notbeen
spdled out clearly? I's there some reason the author does not want thereader to know about
aternative evangdical postions? These are healthy questionsfor readers of evangdical theology
to bear in mind.

4. Have Both Friendly and Unfriendly Sources Been Accessed?

In the development of atheological postionwhich uses caricatureit isusudly
necessary for theauthorto rely ononly friendly sources. Thisis because accessing unfriendly
sourcesN sources which might countagaing the stated theological postionN would lead the
author away from atheology dependent on caricature. Thisin turn would make it difficult for the
author to retain thetheological postion espoused.

Theology which does not access unfriendly sources leaves readers with the
suspicion that they have not heard therest of the story. Furthermore, readers of two differing
theological views which both use caricatureN which do notaccess unfriendly sourcesN are left
with the question of which caricature to accept. These residud doubsin the mind of thereader
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Harper, 2003). Oden is the co-editor of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, a Seriesfocusing on mining
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would bedispdled if both friendly and unfriendly sources were accessed. Selection of only
friendly sources serves no postive theologica purpo<.

5. Are the Key Theological Points Made Using Assertions?

Assertionswhich are periphea to atheological argument cannotbe avoided
because any given theological publication cannotaways cover al the bases. Theology builds
uponwha others have done If thar arguments are sound,then it is sufficient to reference those
arguments rather than repeating them. However, the key pointsin atheologica discussionloose
credibility if they are asserted rather than argued for. A string of assertionsrelated to themain
argument does not make goodtheology. Assertionsare only convinang for those who do not
knowthelay of theland, who bdieve tha thos in authority making the assertionsare never
mistaken, who have notlearned howto think abouttheology in a healthy and critical manne, or
who do notwant to be convinced otherwise because they aready bdieve theassertions

6. What is the Theological Agenda?

Theevangdica camp now indudes theologianswho hold theologica viewpoints
outsidethe parameters of wha mightbe called thetraditiondly accepted evangdical nom.
According to Millard Erickson, evangdical theologians can now be divided between theleft and
theright” Theterm Gevangdical Ois no longe undestoodin the same way by al theologians
who claim it. There seemsto be an identity crisisin some contemporary evangdical theology. As
aresult, evangdical theological writingscan have an agendawhich pudhes a paticular version of
evangdical theology. It is possible the agendamight be hidden. However, hidden agendas are
not conduave to headlthy theological discussions They work agang the clarity beang soughtin
thetheological discussion. For the sake of clarity it isusudly hdpful for atheologian to clearly
state a postion and then arguefor it. If such clear statement of intentis notreadily available, the
reader might want to read with care.

7. Are the Key Terms in the Discussion Clearly Defined?

Approprate explanaion and definition of thekey terms used in thediscussion
makes for hdpful theology. If theauthor does notdo so, readers might supply thar own
definitionswhich might not match the thinking of the author. Theresult of such a mismatch is
eguivocation (same word, different meaning). Readers would be advised to discern the meaning
of key wordsfromwha the author writes rather than reading their own meaningsinto thewords
If those definitionsare notavailable in the publication, theclarity of thetheology isreduced.

Thisissueis particularly important for theological topics which are inhaently
controversial. For example, thereader of any theological postionrelated to theissue of
fundamentalism should ask whether the author has clarified the meaning of theword. If
fundamentalism is confused with evangdicalism or if Christian fundamentalism is placed in the
same categoty as radical Mudim fundamentalism, all withoutany clear definition of theterms
used, thetheological discussion bogsdown in confuson before it has hardly begun Heat may be
shed ontheissues at hand, but little light

"Millard Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theology
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997).



8. Is a Significant Amount of the Discussion Carried by Emotive Language?

In the English language emotionsare often expressed in adjectives and adverbs
Thisis especialy pronoun@d in the case of negative emotions Extensve use of emotive
languaein theology tendsto obscure the actud theological points unde discussion, leaving the
reader to sense the author@ feelingsbut nat necessarily undestand the author® theological
argument. Reliance on emotive language serves no postive theological purpo<.

Culture influences the writing style used in theologcal publications For example,
theology written in Japanese makes frequent use of wha we would call adjectives and adverbsin
English. Thistendsto give theology written in Japanese an emotiond tone This tendency isalso
evidentin ora discussionsof theology. | have been present at theological discussonswith
Japanese colleagues who at the outset of the discussion decided to carry onthedialoguein
English rather than Japanese so that the Japanese participants would be better able to undestand
oneanother. So it seems tha in the Japanese context care needsto betaken to reduae the emotive
elements of theological expression. Trandating Japanese theology into English hdpsto reveal
theemotive language so that decisionscan be made as to whether to keep or modify those
emotiond elements.

9. Is the Published Work Available in English?

Thelanguaye of contemporary theology is English. In general, thereisno
important contemporary theological work which has not been written in English or trandated
into English. Whether atheologian is Japanese, Chinese, Indian, African, French, or GermanN if
his or her work is congdered important it will betrandated into English or it will bewrittenin
English. If thework isnotin Endish, it will not be studied by theological students aroundthe
world. This fact generates debae anong academics who determine the gradudion requirements
for students of systematic theology at theacademic dodoral level (Ph.D., Th.D.). A strongcase
can bemadetha it isnolonge necessary to learn amodean languaye other than English in order
to become proficientin contemporary theology.

Thesignificance of thisfor readers of contemporary evangdical theology isthat if
thetheology is notpublished in English, its significance is restricted to thelocal level. Thisis
satisfactory only for those who are content to carry outan internd dialogueinsulated from
outsidecritique For mog theologiansthisisinadequae. Mog desire to have ther theology read
onabroader scale so tha ther theological formulationscan be sharpened. If thework is not
published in English thereis apossibility it has not benefited from culturally externd critique

10. What is the Cultural Context for the Theology in Question?

Some cultural values work agang healthy, critical theological methodobgy. Ina
culture or sub-culture which is top down and which bdieves that authority is notto be
questioned, those who write theology often hold postionsof authority. Ther theological
publicationscan therefore be expected to exemplify such characteristics as caricature, assertions
and emotive language Such istheethosof authority in ahierarchical culture. In these kind of
cultures thetheological methodobgy suggested in this article is by definition counter-cultural.
Japan may be onesuch culture.

Undestanding this cultural stance can hdp thereader search for theological truth
benesath the assertions caricatures, and emotions When reading theology it is therefore wise to



inquire aboutthe cultural context of theauthor so asto hdp initsinterpretation. Undestanding
thecultural context of the author provides clues for interpreting thetheology.

Concluding Comments

It isnotunusid for missonaiesto encounter a piece of published theology tha is
bothersome to them. If at that time they are able to apply only afew of the methodobgical
suggestionsabove then the purpo< of this article will have been achieved. Of course, it is
entirely possible tha this very article employsat points a methodobgy which runscountr to
whd thearticle itself espouses! If such isthecase, theauthor will need to work further on
aligning his own theological methodobgy with what he expressed here!



