
CHAPTER SIX
The Epistemology of Theology

When discussing the relation of science and religious faith in the theological 
discipline, it might help us to refer to the general theory of culture in the first part of 
this study. From this we can make three relevant observations.

Secular and sacred theologies are both cultural products. As such, they are symbolic 
representations of reality that do not allow direct access to the realities they 
represent. As symbolic structures, they are reductions of reality enabling access and 
understanding, but also limiting such access. Both cultural systems have been 
developed for specific reasons and to achieve specific aims. Because both have been 
fairly successful in achieving their aims, they have been able to maintain themselves 
over long periods of time. They both demand to be treated seriously.

From general systems theory we also know that intellectual systems, like many other 
dynamic systems, tend to stabilise themselves. This tendency can be called 
homeostasis.56 They have to do this because of constant changes in the environment. 
One of the ways in which systems stabilise themselves is by controlling their own 
feedback. They tend to disallow any information into the system that could jeopardise 
it. In the operation of systems this control offeedback may go too far. When receiving 
traumatic feedback a point may be reached when no new information is allowed into 
the system. At such a stage the system closes and atrophy sets in. Systems tend to 
present themselves as closed systems, but the ‘big lie’ they often convey is that they are 
indeed closed. When we apply this theory to secular and sacred theology as competing 
intellectual systems, it is probable that both exhibit this feature: trying to close 
themselves in an attempt to maintain homeostasis/ It should not be surprising to 
observe that secular and sacred theologies both seek to establish themselves as 
comprehensive explanations of reality.

Another property of systems of symbolic representation is also relevant. Over time 
systems are not able to maintain homeostasis. At some point they begin to 
deconstruct themselves. No matter how powerful and absolute those systems might 
appear to be, they are all subject to the inexorable increase of entropy.58 Whereas 
simple systems might maintain themselves for seemingly indefinite time (for example 
mathematical systems), complex intellectual systems have much shorter shelf lives. 
Eventually those aspects of reality that they fail to represent, or aspects that they
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block out, take their “revenge’. Moreover, when a certain system is presented as the 
only one, the closure implied leads us to suspect authoritarian motives.59

The reason for perceiving a conflict between sacred and secular study of theology 
may therefore be that both present themselves as closed systems. Realising this 
might prevent theologians from judging the incommensurability between these 
systems at face value. An analysis of their specific functions and thereby also of 
their limitations may serve to clarify the matter.

When secular theology, by means of historical analysis, finds that the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ cannot be verified, and sacred theology maintains that the resurrection 
is fundamental to theology, this seems to be a total contradiction. Both positions are 
in vigorous competition for the same intellectual space. Nevertheless we do find 
individuals who can participate in historical-critical research on the resurrection and 
at the same time proclaim the resurrection of Christ. From a historical-critical point 
of view they can say that the resurrection seems to be unlikely; from a point of faith 
they can say that it is the cornerstone of their theology and that nothing is impossible 
for God. Thus we find that the so-called Jesus of faith and the so-called Jesus of 
history appeal to one and the same individual.60

The empirical fact that individuals (“dialectical theologians’) are found who can be 
quite at home with either system leads us to the next question: How is this possible? 
Does this not compromise the intellectual integrity of such theologians?

Coping with conflicting intellectual systems
For insight on how humans cope with conflicting systems, one may turn to general 
insights from psychology for illumination. Psychology teaches that human 
cognition rebels against incommensurabilities. Natural reactions to this may 
range from indifference to denial, to compromise, to open conflict or to 
psychological disintegration as coping mechanisms. In terms of the resurrection 
controversy, one can expect the following reactions:

Ind iffe rence ‘T he  issue  is no t th a t im p o rta n t’

D enia l T h e re  is no rea l c o n flic t’

C o m p ro m ise ‘Le t e ve ryon e  a d he re  to  h is /h e r ow n  lo g ic ’

O pen con flic t T h e  o th e r s ide  is d a n g e ro u s ly  w ro n g '

D is in teg ra tio n ‘ It is true  / it is fa ls e ’

Let us first look at the last mechanism, ‘disintegration’. Humans tend to construct a 
range of personality roles (ego states, cognitive states). With normal individuals
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these roles function as different channels that can be changed according to the 
demands of the situation. When under extreme duress, these different roles are 
severed from one another, and erupt into a multiple personality disorder. In such a 
case the internalised personalities lose their ability to communicate with one 
another. In theological conflict we obviously have to do with differently constructed 
ego states when the same person can participate in an academic debate that finds 
the resurrection to be an invention of the early church and also preach the 
resurrection from a pulpit as the cornerstone of faith. It would seem too extreme to 
suspect some kind of ‘multiple personality disorder’, however.

The regulation of the conflict between sacred and secular becomes more productive 
when we investigate the positions of compromise and dialectical positions. Here the 
theory of cognitive dissonance might provide relevant explanations. This theory is 
based on the observation that people will go to great lengths to maintain 
consistency in their beliefs, attitudes and actions. Whenever these are inconsistent, a 
motivational state is produced that triggers mechanisms to bring cognitions back 
into a consistent relationship with one another. People will tend to override 
previous positions in an attempt to cope. Could this explain why at many university 
faculties a peaceful compromise (model 3) exists among methodologies that are 
otherwise intellectually suspect?

There is another perspective, however. As we know from experiments in hypnosis, 
no normal person under hypnosis can be forced to act against his or her deep 
values. We also know that the deep values and long-term interests of the individual 
and society will default when a certain system seeks to violate this. The human 
individual who from one point of view can pursue secular history (or sacred history) 
will only do it up to that point where it becomes obstructive to his or her wellbeing.

In summary then, a person may cope with conflicting cognitive systems by relating 
them to different ego states. This being so, one can assume that conflict will only be 
manageable up to a certain level and that such a person will tend to harmonise 
differences to eliminate conflict. Let us now construct a hypothesis on the ground of 
these considerations. Although the conflict between sacred and secular approaches 
might elicit reactions of indifference or denial, there are equally good reasons to 
accept that where the same theologian sometimes ‘switches’ channels between the two 
strategies, it is related to ego states that are differently constructed, and that are 
activated at different times and for different reasons.

Ego states, channels and rationalities
For our analysis of the tension between sacred and secular theology this might be 
relevant. Could it be that at a deeper existential level the same person may not 
experience an irrevocable conflict between sacred and secular approaches to

40



CHAPTER SIX: The Epistemology of Theology

theology? In such a case we will have to project that these two modes of doing 
theology are representative of different rationalities that are not entirely as 
contradictory as they appear. It could be that within the human brain there are 
different ‘channels’ for different rationalities.

At present there is fairly broad consensus that intelligence not only functions on one 
level, but that there is such a phenomenon as emotional intelligence as well/'1 It has 
also been established that different symbolic systems, for example different 
languages, can be processed in different areas of the brain. Such a theory would 
fit in with our epistemological theory that different symbolic systems are used for 
different purposes. Systems that seem to be incommensurable on a rational level 
may possibly be harmoniously accommodated on an emotional or existential level. 
Thus the perception that secular and sacred history are contenders for the same 
intellectual space may be based on an inadequate understanding of human rationality 
and the levels on which it operates.

This takes us beyond the famous ‘leap of faith’, by means of which rational human -  
beings according to Soren Kierkegaard -  had to depart from the secular to arrive at 
the sacred. If the secular-scientific mode of thinking were the only dependable mode, 
then there would have been no other way to arrive at a position of faith except 
through a plunge into an irrational abyss. But if we could understand the scientific 
mode as just one of many possible modes for approaching reality, then the ‘leap' 
becomes a matter of ‘switching channels’, which is quite normal human behaviour. 
When switching channels, some transference of one system to another is bound to 
occur. Such transference has been poorly researched, but may point the way to a 
better understanding of hermeneutics. Here questions become relevant such as, 
‘What happens to a ‘sacred’ theologian at a secular faculty (and vice versa)?’

If this hypothesis is correct, then apparent contradictions arise from a 
misunderstanding of human rationality aggravated by homeostasis in intellectual 
systems. Then we would realise that the two models for doing theology are not 
engaged in a duel but in a duet!62 Then our focus will have to shift from the 
opposing and apparently excluding viewpoints to the deep existential values of the 
theologian (or theological community) that regulate the deployment of these 
different modes of doing theology. If human beings use different systems of 
symbolic representation for different purposes, we shall have to ask why and when 
these different modes are deployed. Thus the scene is set for a ‘neo-existentialism' 
that demands somewhat less ‘fear and trembling’ than conventional existenti­
alism/” It would be more in line with the playful irony of certain brands of post­
modern thought.

In such a case we shall have to imagine the interface of the two modes of doing 
theology in terms of gradual changes:
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It might be that the more often homeostatic systems are ‘demythologised’, the more 
open and the less exclusive they will become and the more opportunity there will be 
for creative interaction. This type of approach has been described as a ‘soft’ 
epistemology that allows for blurs at the edges of our frames of knowledge.64 In 
terms of the issue of the sacred or secular practice of religion it does not mean 
relativism. It does mean that there should be an attempt to reach out to those on the 
other side of the divide.

The real interests of the theologian

An investigation into theological epistemology cannot be complete without 
examining the position of the person involved. We have already intimated that a 
theologian might operate from a system of deep values that inform the different 
rational strategies that are followed. This means that who the theologian is and 
where he or she stands become highly relevant.

Since an objective knowledge of reality is not possible, a theologian has to concede 
that his or her basic orientation, with all its limitations, has a bearing on the 
theological work produced. Factors such as age, gender, social status and cultural 
heritage play a role. It is, of course, presumptuous for any individual to assume that 
he or she knows precisely who he or she is. Stating one's orientation either to 
motivate or relativise one’s theological positions might be a question of ‘protesting 
too much'. Those pre-understandings that we might be aware of may represent only 
the proverbial tip of the iceberg. Pre-understandings that are consciously held and 
pursued can be refined by reflection. However, it is impossible to deal with those 
pre-understandings that scholars are not aware of. These can only be discovered in an 
interactive and open debate with other scholars in the same discipline and in other 
theological disciplines and in other traditions of interpretation. In the final instance 
people need other people to assist them to realise who they are. In this way, the 
slogan of African ‘ubuntu’ -  ‘people are people through other people' -  acquires a 
noteworthy methodological application. Thus sacred and secular theologians need 
one another. Such interaction is much too important to be left to chance, but should 
be institutionalised on many different levels.
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Theology and power
A further aspect to consider is power. Whenever a system is presented as being 
'closed' (knowing that no systems can be closed indefinitely), it is an indication that 
power interests are at play. All systems of symbolic representation, even theoretical 
ones, aim at manipulating reality. Closed systems do this in a more direct and 
insisting way. Therefore the power relations within which theologians find 
themselves inevitably condition their pre-understandings that call for analysis. 
Values, attitudes and interests that lie outside their field of interest drive all 
scientific enterprises. Since no method is neutral or innocent, the specific methods, 
objectives and outcomes will always be related to the perspective of the research 
tradition and community that it comes from.

In theology such factors play an important role, since theology and religion 
encompasses human existence in its widest dimension within its scope. Therefore 
when theologians 'switch channels’ when communicating to different audiences, we 
have to examine the power relations involved. The diagram below shows the 
relationship between different theological messages and their conventional 
audiences.65

Audiences and interlocutors
The notion of different audiences introduces a powerful idea into theological 
epistemology. If a specific theological message is constructed to communicate with 
a specific audience, then it follows that the audience conditions the (conscious and 
subconscious) pre-understandings of the theologian. The specific audience with its 
problems and power relations becomes the interlocutor of the theologian in the 
process of theological production.66 Such interlocutors or focused conversation 
partners can either be real people in dialogue with the theologian, or more often, an 
abstracted, implied audience.

This aspect should have been obvious, had it not been obscured in Western 
theology because theology was believed to be an objective and neutral discipline 
with rules that could be universally applied, and outcomes that would be universally 
valid. In the light of present epistemology we need to exercise more modesty. We 
should still grant the status of knowledge to tested opinions that have survived all
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objections and criticisms, but we can only have a limited confidence, though no 
final certainty, that our knowledge will sustain all future assaults.

The notions of audiences and interlocutors serve to expose the contextuality of the 
theological discourse involved. It was only when seriously challenged by the 
emergence of liberation and other third world theologies that the fuller implications 
of this became clear. Much of twentieth-century theological production was aimed 
at the problems of secularisation and the so-called sophisticated, ‘modern’ non­
believer. Thus Western theology assumed its dialogue partners to be Albert Camus, 
Jean-Paul Sartre and their kind.

The tacit agenda of most of recent theology was to impress thoughtful non-believers 
with convincing historical arguments. The historical-critical agenda as such was 
directed to provide answers to questions raised by this type of ‘modern’ 
interlocutor. Contemporary theologies have challenged this and forced a shift to 
the marginalised as interlocutors: to the poor, the exploited, women, oppressed 
blacks, marginalised third world peoples and repressed cultural groups. What these 
recent theologies attempted was to establish some connection between the strategy 
of Western theology and exploitative practices and strategies of Western cultures. 
In a noteworthy article on the multifaceted future of theology, John B. Cobb, Jnr, 
suggested that we need a variety of theologies, namely academic, church, lay and a 
variety of liberation theologies.67

In the light of the above arguments, a theologian can by no means disregard the 
issue of his or her epistemological pre-understandings. Responsible theology 
demands an awareness of the relationship between the existential deep values, the 
process of theological production, the type of discourse and the interests of the 
audience and interlocutors. And since there might not be rational access to many 
elements of theological pre-understanding, the responsible theologian will in 
principle remain open to criticism and resolutely committed to dialogue with those 
who think in a ‘completely different' manner. Such are the demands of theology as a 
scientific enterprise.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
The Theological Process

In this final section we shall investigate the fundamental processes involved in 
theological production. The focus of our attention will be the different elements of 
the process in their relation to one another. We shall also ask how the cultural 
theory and epistemology discussed in the previous sections can foster an 
understanding of theology as a scientific enterprise.

The primary dialectic
Like scientific activities in general, theology depends on the primary dialectic between 
theory and practice. Theories are developed and tested in response to practical 
problems, while practical solutions are explained, analysed and organised in terms of 
theories. It is the primary concern of the responsible theologian to observe this 
dialectic and to remove obstacles that impede the flow of information in this process. 
This might occur when either element is undervalued or becomes so dominating that 
the exchange of information between the poles of the dialectic is undermined.

The secondary dialectic
In theoretical deliberations a theologian has recourse to analytical and synthetic tools. 
Past and present theories are critically analysed, while new theories are developed 
through systematic reflection. We can describe the interaction between analytical and 
synthetic activities as a secondary dialectic within the broad theological process. What 
was said in the previous paragraph about keeping the dialectical process on course also
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applies to this secondary dialectic. Overemphasis of the analytical dimension will 
impede the formation of healthy and viable theories just as much as a dominance of 
systematic reflection will undermine analytical activity.

The relationship between historical, systematic and practical 
subjects
In the development of theology all these elements have found their place in 
theological institutions. Traditionally the historical subjects, including biblical 
subjects, form part of the analytical disciplines; systematic or fundamental theology 
(dogmatics) is associated with synthetic activity, while practical subjects are 
concerned with the empirical aspect.

In a time that specialisation in these subjects has become acute, it is necessary to 
reflect on their respective places within the theological discipline as a whole. In 
some cases the theological sub-disciplines tend to lead lives of their own without 
any visible accountability to the other elements. Reflection on this dialectical 
relationship is also necessary to counter a simplistic view that the disciplines are 
perceived to stand in a closed, linear relation to one another. According to the latter 
view, the Bible is first studied, then systematised and eventually applied in practice. 
Such a view suppresses the complexity of the interaction between the various 
elements and leads to an authoritarian and imperialist theological culture where 
there is no space for true innovation.

Diagram: the relationship between the main 
theological sub-disciplines
(Note that the arrows are bi-directional)
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Inherently these dimensions are mutually dependent and can never be separated. All 
theological activity can be placed somewhere within this diagram. All the many 
types of theology differ only in locus and the degree to which these aspects are 
integrated. This applies both to broad theological traditions and to the manner in 
which theology is done within conventional faculties ol theology.

Thus one can describe the strategies of different theological traditions with 
reference to their entry into the dialectical process. Roman Catholic and orthodox 
Protestantism traditionally began with the systematic aspect. Evangelical 
fundamentalism focused on the Bible and largely tried to bypass the systematic 
aspect. Orthodox Christianity and indigenous forms of Christianity as found in the 
African Independent Church Movement began with the practical aspect and 
considered the other aspects only as they related to religious practice. This 
explanation is, of course, too tidy but it serves to illustrate general trends.

Within the theological institution, research may begin in any of the practical, 
systematic or historical sub-disciplines, but should eventually be conducted with co­
operation of all the others. Thus we find that theological specialists do not keep to 
their own sub-disciplines. Biblical scholars write books on practical issues such as 
faith and preaching. Systematic theologians write commentaries and hymns. 
Practical theologians write commentaries and theologies. As it is represented, this 
system appears deceptively simple. In reality there is room for massive 
misunderstandings between representatives of the various sub-disciplines. Biblical 
scholars are sometimes at a loss when trying to understand why systematic 
theologians do not take them seriously. If they are frustrated by the ahistorical use 
of the Bible in textbooks on systematic theology, this applies even more to biblical 
applications in the practical subjects. The way Scripture is used in church order, 
hymns, church art, and even pastoral counselling is often contrary to the 
understanding of biblical scholarship. In turn, practical theologians may be at a 
loss as how to interpret the biblical or systematic information that is presented by 
their colleagues. Scholars in one sub-discipline may find themselves talking over the 
heads of the colleagues in another sub-discipline. Much of this misunderstanding 
may be because scholars of various sub-disciplines knowingly or unknowingly 
address themselves to different audiences (thus we have a further example of 
different channels being used).

Usually external factors such as the structure of the university or the constraints of 
the denominational tradition impose some semblance of coherence on theology as 
whole. Nevertheless it is impossible to work in one sub-discipline without 
presupposing views on the others. Biblical scholars, for example, work with an 
implied systematic view of theology, while systematic theologians work with an 
implied understanding of the Bible. In the ideal seminary, school or faculty of 
theology both parties will recognise the need for each other in order to clarify their 
own pre-understandings, which are often naive.
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It seems that currently a grand synthesis between the theological disciplines is not 
possible, or advisable. What can be done is to remove the logjam obstructing the 
dialectical How between theory and practice, between analytical and systematic 
approaches. This also implies that (Western) theology has to be self-critical of its 
traditional explicatio/applicatio model, according to which Scripture is studied, 
refined and systematised into doctrines and applied practically.

In spite of lip service to the opposite, this approach is still dominant in most 
institutions in the Western world and beyond. The basic structuring of faculties and 
learning programmes still implies that the finding and application of essential truth 
can be achieved in two separate stages. This appears to be an intellectualist, elitist 
and idealist procedure implying certain authority structures. It is also conservative. 
Regardless of how progressive the intentions, in reality the structure moves in the 
opposite direction, producing an endless stream of biblicist reactions. Where to go 
from here is not altogether certain. Shall we turn the system upside down, beginning 
with orthopraxis? This is not without methodological problems. Or shall we begin 
with practical theology as the ‘crown of theology’ (Schleiermacher)? Do we need a 
radical break or gradual modification? But then, who are the ‘we’ and who are the 
‘they’?
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Historical analysis is an integral part of all scientific research, though it is often 
invisible in the natural sciences. In contrast to the natural sciences, in the human 
sciences one can hardly find any piece of research that does not have a lengthy 
preamble on the ‘state of research' of a specific problem. Historical research is an 
integral part of the theoretical labour that goes into the advancement of knowledge. 
It serves among other things to define the field of study, to sharpen the focus on the 
work, to hone the apparatus for the research. By nature the historical disciplines are 
more analytic than synthetic.

Because Christianity is a historical religion, this dimension receives particular 
emphasis. ‘Historical religion' means that its faith is based on a revelation in a 
particular historical context. This also means that the ‘eternal' truth of Christianity 
can be accessed as it becomes manifest in a particular, concrete, cultural-historical 
context.6S Universality is revealed in particularity, in the same way that Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn could use One day in the life of Ivan Denisovitch to describe political 
oppression as a universal phenomenon.

The scope of historical investigation
All facets of theological activity are integrally related to and dependent on historical 
analysis. While all theologians would agree that biblical history is a sine qua non, 
theology also demands the historical analysis of a wide range of other fields. 
Because of the global scope of theology, in principle no field can be excluded. The 
fields for historical analysis that are eventually chosen would be those that are most 
productive. Conventional disciplines such as church history, history of doctrines 
and history of religions (religious studies) fall under this heading, but the history of 
philosophy and culture may also be included.

The specific tools for investigation will enhance the competence to access and 
unlock the basic resources and to analyse them according to the best available 
methods. In principle the same variety of methods of analysis can be applied to all 
fields of historical investigation. Virtually all of the many different secular methods 
of analysis can be useful to the theologian. These might range from the
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conventional to the most radical literary, sociological, psychological methods. The 
more critical and self-critical that such methods are, the more useful they are. 
Historical texts are to be examined by asking the most radical questions without 
restrictions. In the name of truth and honesty not even ‘sacred dishonesty’ can be 
tolerated. Can it be that being ultimately critical and at the same time being 
existentially committed are but two sides of the same coin?

While it is also important for systematic and practical theology, hermeneutics is of 
special significance when analysing the historical dimension of theology. This also 
involves an analysis of the scholar’s own biases that come to the fore from time to 
time. Among these are those created by denominational tradition, the media of 
communication, the modern concept of linear time, the myth of historical 
progression, scientism and rationalistic individualism.

Does theology require a special method of analysis?
The question whether theology employs a special method derived from its own 
subject matter has been an issue of extended debate. It also touches on what was 
said above about the relationship between the secular and sacred study of 
Christianity. The answer depends on the type of approach one adopts when 
assessing the role of theology as a scientific discipline. From a systemic point of 
view, there can be no objection to adopting the methodology used in other human 
sciences. Theological students can study the fields mentioned above in secular 
departments and should be encouraged to enter the respective disciplines as taught 
in other university departments. Theological learning programmes should provide 
for a substantial number of modules from other disciplines. This is necessary for 
theology to escape imprisonment in a ‘Christian ghetto’.

However, for logistical reasons, such studies might vary in their usefulness for 
theological enquiry. The reason is that subjects need to be approached in such a 
way that they are accessible to theological enquiry. For this purpose, analyses need 
to focus in particular on the history o f theological and religious ideas and applications 
as they are implied in the respective fields.

Is there a difference between the methods employed by a secular historian and those 
used by a theological historian? There could be, but they also differ in focus. The 
primary audience to which the scholarly work is addressed determines this focus. 
The secular historian produces materials that serve the economic, political and 
social interests of society. The church historian produces materials that serve these 
interests, but also the interests of the church and other religions. Whereas it is 
perfectly legitimate to conduct a sociological analysis of biblical material, to the 
theological faculty such technical analyses are of use only if they are related to the 
history of theological ideas and applications.
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A ‘richer’ view of history
The theologically minded historian is therefore not required to adopt some kind of 
superstitious belief in miracles. However, the historian who serves the needs of 
theological research has to avoid a minimalist (historicist or reductionist) view that 
only recognises events as they are comprehensible to people today. Such a view of 
history leads to the elimination of vital perspectives that are needed to analyse the 
history of ideas.69 If ‘Ockham’s razor’ (non sunt multiplicanda entia praeter 
necessitatem) is narrow-mindedly applied to the history of the Bible, theology 
becomes a minimalist enterprise: reports of the miraculous and unique are 
downplayed as being superfluous and of secondary importance.

Rather than reducing the New Testament era or subsequent history to a limited 
number of ‘historical facts’, the focus should be on the development of theological 
ideas within their contemporary settings. For example, rather than discarding the 
episode where Jesus walked on the water as ‘un-historicaf, the focus should fall on 
how this report came to be woven into the fabric of the social and theological 
textures of the time.

Reports concerning historical events are to be understood within the cultural 
paradigm of the time in which they originated. This goes much further than merely 
a study of the background or immediate context. It reaches back to an 
understanding of the worldview expressed and analyses the range of historical 
receptions within different contexts. This is a vital aspect of the theological 
historian’s task.

The Bible: history of early Christianity

The primacy of the Bible
Regardless of divergent views on the authority and inspiration of the Bible, all 
theologians would agree that it is the primary and original document of 
Christianity. It contains the original witnesses regarding the historical events that 
are foundational to the Christian faith. No theology is conceivable without an 
analysis of the Bible. In the discussion above, the relationships among the 
historical, systematic and practical subjects were the focus of attention. As a 
historical subject, biblical analysis stands in a dialectical relationship to systematic 
theology and together with systematic theology it maintains a dialectical interaction 
with practical theology. Although some traditions (for example the radical 
Pentecostal tradition) have sought to bypass the systematic component in doing 
theology by trying to apply the biblical message directly in the life of the church, it 
can be pointed out that they have not managed to escape an implied systematic 
theology. The manner in which the Bible is studied is always deeply influenced by 
systematic and practical considerations.
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Our purpose with considering the role of the biblical subjects is not to prescribe a 
certain approach, or to give an overview of all the different options. It is to outline 
the role of the Bible in the broad theological field.

Purpose of biblical subjects
Different schools of thought motivate differently the purpose of biblical studies 
within the theological discipline. What can be said without controversy is that the 
church has a vested interest in understanding the Bible as testimony to the will and 
purpose of God. (Unless someone asks, 'Whose Bible?’) By interpreting the Bible 
and meditating on it, believers receive authoritative instruction in faithful living. 
The interests of secular society, and academic society, are to understand how this 
process works and affects them. From a theological viewpoint biblical studies serve 
to unlock the Bible for systematic and practical reflection and application. In order 
to serve this purpose the Bible needs to be analysed in terms of a history of 
theological ideas.

Beyond the basic tools: knowing why and how the Bible is studied
How the Bible is to be studied so that it becomes useful to theology in general is a 
question to which different traditions and schools provide different answers. There 
is consensus, however, on some of the basic tools. These include tools for 
establishing the best text of the Bible (textual criticism) and for understanding the 
meaning of the Bible (linguistic, lexical and syntactic studies). Beyond these, a great 
number of analytical methods have been introduced. Among these there are 
historical and literary methods. Thus the Bible is subjected to rhetorical, semiotic 
and structural analyses with new methods being explored from time to time.

The wide range of materials in the Bible itself and the range of possible methods 
render it impossible for one person or even a team of people to master all methods 
and to apply them. It is quite easy for a biblical scholar either to become perplexed 
by the plethora of methods and perspectives or to become so much encapsulated by 
a specific method that sight of the 'big picture’ is lost. Some of these methods are 
more productive than others for achieving certain objectives. As explained to me by 
a colleague, one has to regard the methods used for biblical analysis in the same 
light as a carpenter would regard his tools. When selecting a saw to cut a certain 
piece of wood, there are many different types that will do the job. But some may be 
more effective than others. Some will destroy too much of the wood; others may 
consume too much time. There may not be a single best tool. Likewise, methods for 
biblical exegesis are merely limited tools for achieving limited results. For the study 
of the Bible it therefore becomes important for the theologian to establish why the 
Bible is studied and to ascertain the best methods for this purpose.
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The Bible within a communication system
The first task of a biblical scholar on a theological team is therefore to locate and 
identify his or her own academic approach within a broader framework. One way of 
doing this is in terms of a communication theory, which can be represented as 
below.

How biblical messages were originally communicated

The diagram suggests that biblical authors transmitted messages by encoding 
specific concepts in specific media of communication (for example manuscripts). 
Audiences received these messages by reversing the process: by employing their 
media competence to decode the messages in order to receive the concepts into their 
conceptual world. Negative feedback during the process of communication required 
the repetition and reformulation of subsequent messages. It is in such subsequent 
responses to previous messages that we can observe the beginning of a process of 
conscious reflection that eventually developed into theology.

Practically all methods of studying the Bible can be located within the system 
represented by this diagram. Some examples may illustrate this. From the time of 
the Church Fathers to the Scholastics, study was restricted to a review of concepts 
(and themes) in the Bible. As research developed, the history of religions-school 
focused on the conceptual worlds of the senders and receivers. Form criticism 
introduced the study of codes (forms) in the Bible. Structural and literary 
approaches discovered codes in the Bible as they function on many different levels. 
Textual criticism began a study of the media of communication, which has recently
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developed into media studies on the Bible. Reader-oriented and reception studies 
(audience criticism, etc) concentrated on how the message is received by their 
original audiences.

Pre-understanding and focus of the theologian
Since we have to do with a dynamic system of communication, it is impossible to 
design a ‘perfect method' for investigating Scripture. A scholar may begin by 
focusing on virtually any aspect of the system. But precisely because it is a dynamic 
system, researchers given enough time and energy will find themselves working 
from there, eventually to arrive at considering all other elements in the system.

This calls for two observations. First, a scholar would do well to reflect consciously 
on the focus that he or she departs from. This is necessary for the sake of scientific 
clarity. In the second place the foci of scholars are invariably related to the pre­
understandings and power relations from which they operate. Knowledge of these 
two aspects may assist scholars in revealing ‘blind spots’ in their work and may 
serve to fine-tune the level and pitch of investigation.

Reception studies and interlocutors
What has been said about interlocutors in the theological process in general 
particularly applies to biblical research. In the recent past, academic institutions 
have almost exclusively conducted research with the church, the academy or the 
‘sophisticated non-believer’ in mind. In our present world it has become of vital 
importance to consider other interlocutors as well, for example the poor and 
marginalised, people from traditional third world cultures, women and the 
ecumenical world..

From the diagram it is clear that the receivers (audience), their reception and the 
feedback they provide form a vital part of the system of communication. In a 
somewhat metaphorical overstatement it was said that ‘the reception is the 
message’. We can now re-state it more concisely by saying that the reception is a 
vital systemic element of the communication process. After the formation of the 
biblical canon, this process of reception did not come to an end. The continuing 
reception of the Bible by succeeding audiences is one of the central foci of church 
history.
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Summary: unlocking the Bible for doing theology
In the light of the above arguments, we now ask: ‘How does a biblical scholar 
unlock the Bible for doing theology?’ This is the task of biblical scholars who 
understand themselves to be part a broader theological team. No biblical scholar 
can afford the luxury of retreating into the ghetto of purely technical analysis, 
regardless how groundbreaking and fundamental such analysis might be. The lack 
of consideration for the dynamics of the system that he or she is involved in 
inevitably leads to an acontextual activity and represents a form of ‘biblicism’, 
where the basic documents or background data become an end in themselves and 
are entirely explained in terms of themselves.

'How then does a scholar unlock the Bible for doing theology?' More to the point, 
this translates into the question, ‘How can the work of individual biblical scholars 
contribute toward an understanding of the history of ideas in early Christianity?’ 
Although no set formula is possible, some pointers might prove useful. A 
responsible biblical scholar would:

• clarify the dynamic contemporary relations in which the biblical messages 
operate and locate his or her particular focus within that communication 
system

• adopt a ‘richer’ view of history, instead of being limited to a minimalist 
perspective of historical research (allowing for an existential-pneumatic 
approach besides a historical-critical one)

• enter into the world of the first authors and audiences and gain competence at 
decoding the message in approximately the same way as those audiences 
(developing an ‘emic’ or paradigmatic view as an alternative to an ‘etic’ one)

• show and analyse the dynamic impact of theological ideas on the audiences 
(showing how ‘horizons of expectancy’ are modified by the messages)

• formulate the analyses in such a way that they are accessible to systematic and 
practical theologians.

In summary one can say that a perspective gained through biblical study is ‘optimal' 
if it is accessible and useful to other theological sub-disciplines.

Other historical disciplines
In principle any cultural field can be the subject of historical analysis by 
theologians. The interests of the theologian and his or her audience will dictate 
the field itself and the focus and level of inquiry. If these fields are investigated only 
for propaganda, this is bound to be a sterile exercise. Theology also has something 
to contribute to other subject fields. In the past some significant intellectual
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developments in other disciplines (for example philosophy, literary interpretation 
and sociology) were pioneered in the theological field. Theology conceived as a 
systemic enterprise is likely to make an even greater contribution.70 Responsible 
investigation will engage in a constructive dialogue with the real issues in the 
respective fields. While all the hermeneutical guidelines for critical analyses 
developed above are to a greater or lesser extent applicable, there are specific 
interests to be pursued in each field

The history of Christianity (church history)
No theologian can afford to ‘skip’ over 2000 years of Christian history when 
interpreting the Christian message for today. This discipline is therefore of vital 
importance. However, church history is not always presented in a format that serves 
the purpose of theology. Often this discipline in presented within the context of a 
‘grand narrative’ that serves sectional purposes and distorts the data. This approach 
is exemplified in a history that begins with the origins of the universal church and 
follows developments, every time narrowing its scope until the special tradition or 
denomination of the historian comes into view. Such an approach serves to 
motivate and justify the present and inevitably reinforces denominational bias. 
Other grand narratives may demonstrate the superiority of specific Christian 
traditions or justify a variety of religious nationalisms. They may even demonstrate 
the superiority of Western or African Christianity, or of Christianity as religion. To 
counteract such tendencies, these implicit biases should be brought into the open 
and the historian should deconstruct such tendencies, pointing out the closures. 
What is needed is a global history of the church, something that does not exist at 
present.71

Regarding contents, church history to become useful to theology should investigate 
the reception of the Bible and the Christian message among different succeeding 
audiences, thus presenting a history of Christian ideas. Beyond the empirical data, it 
should critically investigate the manner in which religious and theological ideas 
operate. If the pre-understandings that shaped Christian history are not under­
stood, they are bound to take their revenge by subconsciously controlling the 
present understanding.

A more recent and relevant development of historical studies is the study of 
contemporary receptions of Christianity in civil and popular religions. With the 
downscaling of historical studies in secular society (as at present in South Africa 
and elsewhere) it becomes all the more important to empower pastors and preachers 
as future community leaders with an adequate understanding of history.
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History of dogma
As a subsection of the history of Christianity, the history of dogma focuses on the 
formation of creeds and confessions. For the witness of the church in the present it 
is important to understand how these came about and their intrinsic meaning. A 
valuable contribution of this study is to debunk the semi-ideological or supra- 
historical status that many confessions have achieved. Instead of presenting 
confessions as 'ahistorical myths’, these should be understood within the dynamical 
historical context in which they originated. In this manner their strengths and 
shortcomings are elucidated. Questions such as, ‘When and why did the church find 
it necessary to formulate this confession?’ should be addressed. In this way the 
history of dogma becomes open territory for theological enquiry and can assist in 
the contemporary reformulation of the witness of the church. 72

History of religions (religious studies) and history of culture
A review of world history reveals that Christianity is one of the most universal 
expressions of human culture. For this reason, and also on powerful theological 
grounds, one can accept that in principle it remains radically open to wisdom from 
other traditions. At the same time Christianity exercises a fundamental critique of 
human religion. One could say with some justification that the teachings of Jesus 
implied the ‘end’ of human religion. Wherever religion degenerates into closed 
systems that promote inhuman practices and the abuse of power, these are to be 
exposed in the light of Jesus’ Gospel of grace.

The theological analysis of other religions has double foci. On the one hand 
Christianity needs the wisdom from the other traditions to fulfil its own destiny. This 
statement may seem contrary to Christian practice in the past centuries, but its 
validity can easily be demonstrated from Scripture and history. From its beginning 
the Christian tradition has shown a remarkable capacity for assimilating elements 
from other traditions. So, for example, as early as apostolic times use was made of 
Hellenistic conventional morality to illustrate Christian living. At a further stage 
Platonism and Gnosticism were assimilated into Christian thinking. Although 
assimilation is always a double-edged sword, with positive and negative aspects, I 
wish to make the point that these assimilations did not happen by accident. Some 
forms of assimilation went too far, but assimilation was part of the original design.73

Another focus of the theological analysis of other religions is to de-mythologise 
them by critically examining the demonic aspects found in their systems. While 
guarding against becoming a closed system itself, the Christian message has the 
function of exposing the closures in all other systems.

The analysis of other religions is part of the larger enterprise of understanding the 
systems involved in a holistic manner. This is necessary if we want to avoid
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comparing ‘apples with pears’ when dealing with other religious systems. No final 
method can he prescribed for analysing religion in general. As stated above, at 
present no consensus exists with regard to an adequate methodology. The best any 
scholar can do is to take adherents of other religions seriously and seek, together 
with them, a common ground. This ‘common’ ground can never be a ‘metaphysical’ 
formula that applies to all conditions at all times. It is something that has to be 
sought and agreed upon in specific cases where specific religions enter into serious 
conversation with one another for common causes, for example fostering world 
peace and human rights.74 Whereas unity is not possible between religions, 
harmony is. To state the same in different words: solidarity has to be sought in 
practical human contact and co-operation rather than ideological convergence.

Although the search for consensus might prove impractical, convergences can be 
established. Seeking the common ground while preserving the difference, then, is 
one of the major tasks of the historian of religion. This enterprise is only in its initial 
phase and is accompanied by a great deal of misunderstanding. It is, however, of 
vital importance to theology if it is to emerge from the sterile ‘Christian ghetto' 
where Christianity is only to be defined in its own terms. Exploring a common 
discourse is demanded by the Christian religion for its own sake, especially for the 
sake of loving its neighbours and enemies, which is central to the cause of 
Christianity. ‘Loving the enemy’ in this case means ‘to reach out in an embrace to 
the completely other’.75

To my knowledge there is no need for a fundamental dichotomy between the 
mission of the church and dialogue with other religions. A Christian example of 
dialogue and mission working in unison is the conversation of Jesus with the 
Samaritan women in John 4. This example shows how a respectful dialogue leads to 
a new religious discovery. The mission of the church is to witness to the Gospel for 
the sake of the regeneration of humanity. To state it more pointedly, Jesus of 
Nazareth did not aspire to making people ‘Christians’ but to restoring their original 
humanity. Such a witness can only be presented in the context of a sincere dialogue 
in which the humanity of all dialogue partners is fully respected. If the emphasis is 
on convincing others to acknowledge a predetermined set of intellectual 
propositions, then we have to do with an unchristian imperialism that defeats its 
own objective.

A critical analysis of other religions is not only necessary for the sake of humanity 
and for proclaiming the love of God to all nations, but also for understanding 
aspects of the Christian religion that would otherwise escape our knowledge. An 
example of how knowledge of other religions can enrich our perspective is found in 
the Epic of Gilgamesh. An understanding of the myth of the Flood as reflected in 
the Epic helps the theologian to interpret the Flood narrative in the Book of 
Genesis. From the Epic one learns how widespread the fear among Near Eastern 
peoples was that a deluge would destroy the world. This assists the theologian in
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relating the story of the Flood in terms of general human fears and hopes. It also 
helps to locate the genre of the story in the survival epic. Comparison with modern 
survival epics, for example Star Trek, shows that this is a category that 
contemporary people can understand and relate to. Such comparisons enable 
theologians to interpret the biblical materials in much wider contexts, and at the 
same time to uncover the proprium of the biblical message.76
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Theoretical Theology (2):
The Systematic-Synthetic Dimension

Systematic theology and the scope of religion
According to the general theory of religion, it has the function of providing 
meaning in a chaotic world, to socialise people within structures of meaning and to 
solve problems related to global meaning. These aspects also apply to the Christian 
religion. The task of systematic theology is to critically examine how religious 
expressions serve these goals. The content of the Christian religion is explained, 
analysed and organised with this in mind.

Systematic theology therefore includes all aspects of theoretical reflection on the 
Christian faith. It assists Christians in the development of confessions, the 
formulation of theological ethical principles, adopting apologetic positions and 
refining a theological theory of culture and reality. In the process religious systems 
are monitored and assisted, and problems are solved. It also has the task of 
identifying the implicit systematic theology in the other disciplines and refining 
them through critical investigation.

The contextual nature of systematic theology
Regardless of how abstract or wide in scope systematic theology might seem, one 
must remember that it is always a partial enterprise covering a part of reality and 
directed at a specific audience for a specific purpose. All the hermeneutical caveats 
put forward in the above sections apply to systematic theology. Therefore the Karl 
Barth’s ‘church dogmatics’ and Paul Tillich’s ‘systematic theology' of differ from 
sermons only in volume and intellectual pitch. In principle there are no qualitative 
differences.77 The same may be said of most commentaries on books of the Bible, 
where some synthetic-systematic reflection on the Christian faith is implied.

The theological task of systematic theology
The narrower task of systematic theology is to assist the church in formulating a 
relevant witness to the love/grace/sovereignty of God. s It is in assisting such a 
process of ongoing interpretation that systematic theology earns its true colours as a
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theological discipline. It is an inherent feature of the Christian message that it has to 
be expressed in an authentic manner in every new situation. Such ongoing 
interpretation is part and parcel of Christianity. The ‘right’ and ‘authoritative’ 
proclamation of the past might be inappropriate for the present. To be truly 
authoritative, the message has to be an authentic witness relevant to the present 
situation.

This is true of all religious messages, but it is particularly true of the Christian 
message. A biblical precedent is the extreme contextuality and versatility by means 
of which Old Testament traditions were appropriated and re-contextualised in new 
situations. Within the New Testament we find that the meaning of Jesus for his time 
was expressed differently in different situations. Apart from the christological titles, 
we find that the formulae by means of which Jesus was proclaimed were seldom 
expressed in the same way twice. Similarly the Christian religion can never abide 
merely by a recitation of the Bible and its direct application to life. The Christian 
church and message are served by systematic theology when it assists proclamation 
in such a way that the audience is authentically confronted by the love of God in 
Christ and puts love for neighbours into action.

The conventional divisions of systematic theology
The traditional presentation of Christian doctrines reveals serious shortcomings. 
Usually systematic theology is divided into sub-disciplines such as dogmatics, 
symbolics, apologetics and theological ethics.79 The traditional presentation of 
themes deals with them in linear order (for example doctrines of God and creation, 
christology, pneumatology, hamartology, soteriology, ecclesiology, ethics and 
eschatology). This arrangement still forms the basis of most curricula, but is 
subject to serious shortcomings. It is an abstraction that promotes ahistorical and 
acontextual understandings.

When considering these themes in linear order it is important to note two common 
fallacies. The first is the notion that these items are supposed to follow one another 
logically and can be investigated separately. In reality the relationship between the 
different items defies all linearity. The manner in which one item is conceived co­
determines how all the others are understood. For example, an evolutionary view 
on creation will inevitably determine the view on the end of the world, theory of 
salvation, sin, etc, and vice versa. We thus have to observe a systemic network, as 
represented below:
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A second fallacy is the illusion that systematic reflection can be an intra-biblical or 
intra-theological exercise. In reality the 'raw materials’ of systematic reflection are 
twofold: constant inputs from historical analyses; and constant inputs from the 
practical field. Where these inputs are lacking, systematic theology degenerates into 
a sterile, alienated enterprise. Systematic theologians who only study the writings of 
others on systematic theology are worthless to their subject. It becomes a closed 
circuit that needs to be prised open through critical reflection. For systematic 
theology to emerge from the 'ghetto’, it needs the scientific humility to listen to the 
many voices coming from outside the system.

Overcoming the essentialist fallacy
Another pitfall of systematic theology is trying to distil theological ‘essences’ 
through some process of reasoning or another. Reason has a definite role to play in 
the theological process, but the formulation of abstract, cognitive rules to represent 
the reality of faith is doomed to failure. The problem is not only that human reason 
does not have access to essential or ultimate truth, but that the Christian truth 
cannot he rationalised in terms o f one or more central ideas, regardless of how 
pervasive and convincing they might be. This feature of the Christian truth is 
derived from the fact that it is based on historical revelation. Even central doctrines 
such as the Trinity or the Two Natures of Christ have to be understood as rational 
constructs that serve to guard the divine mystery rather than as referring to a reality 
accessible to human reason.

The history of systematic theology and religious philosophy evidences a long list of 
attempts to arrive at revelations of the ultimate principle behind the Christian 
religion. One can state with certainty that these proposals reveal more about the a
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priori positions of the particular scholar than about the Christian truth. Here is a 
list of such a priori positions of religious philosophers from the past, all related to 
some prior intuitive commitment (adapted and expanded from Tillich 1967:9):

E ss en tia l idea o f C h ris tian  m e ss ag e S c h o la r

C o sm ic  pe rson B rig h tm an

A b so lu te  sp ir it H ege l

C o sm ic  w ho le H ock ing

B eyond su b je c tiv ity  and ob je c tiv ity Jam e s

Ide n tity  o f sp irit and  na tu re S che lling

U n ive rse S ch le ie rm a ch e r (fee ling  o f ab so lu te  
de pe n d e n ce )

Being in itse lf S ch o la s tics

U n ive rsa l sub s tance S p inoza

V a lu e -c re a tin g  p rocess W h iteh ea d

P rog ress ive  in te g ra tion W iem a n

It is not surprising that each scholar eventually ‘discovers’ his or her own a priori to 
be supported by the evidence considered. This is because the type of rationality they 
employ lands them in a closed hermeneutical circle: the position that intuitively 
functions as a starting point is eventually ‘discovered’ through scientific procedures.

A systemic approach renders such an exercise unnecessary. Human knowledge, 
conceived as a historical system, does not arise from one particular root that can be 
accessed by rational means and would explain all other aspects. It provides for a 
plurality of partial perspectives that form part of an ongoing process of 
communication. A priori positions (pre-understandings) play an important role 
by acting as a vehicle for the scholar to participate in the system, but they stand to 
be constantly modified by the system in which they participate.

An exercise: a theology of love
The question remains whether any idea or set of ideas can be identified as central to 
Christianity. In the argument above, a negative answer to this question was 
assumed. However, this does not eliminate the need for attempting a formulation 
that would fit the bill for the specific time and context of a specific theologian. If all 
knowledge is partial, it does not mean that the systematic theologian should shy
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away from producing coherent syntheses. What is produced can never be a final 
product that would exhaust the subject, but it is nevertheless necessary for us to 
make new constructions to arrive at authoritative statements of our faith in the hie 
et nunc.

An example of such a construction of Christian theology is found in a relevant and 
interesting article by Paul Ricoeur that was published in 1996. In it he develops the 
idea that Christian love is necessary for the maintenance of justice in the world. 
Love and justice operate in a dialectical relationship. ‘Should the ethics of 
communication not accept the supra-ethical assistance of a love that obliges?’ he 
asks.MI By grappling with two of the most important themes of humanity today 
justice and love and by exploring their religious and Christian dimensions Ricoeur 
enters into a rich dialogue with present-day culture. This is the type of constructive 
theology that is needed.

An authoritative synthesis of the Christian message which 1 can subscribe to might 
present itself as follows. It could start off from the Christian notion of neighbourly 
love, which extends even to the enemy. This was the radical demand that Jesus put 
to his disciples according to the Scriptures and was demonstrated by his death on 
the cross. God, as the Father of Jesus, is revealed as the source of this love, and the 
Holy Spirit as the enabling power. Salvation then means to be transformed by the 
unilateral love of God, through his Son.

From this point of departure one can proceed to define some of the other topics. Sin 
prevents people from practising love; the Church is the community transformed by 
the pro-active love of God and the locus where love for the enemy is cultivated. 
Mission is witnessing to this love and by doing this transforming the world. In this 
synthesis love, as a pro-active and transforming social force, becomes the point of 
contact between the secular and sacred worlds. Since unconditional love is also a 
theme in at least four other world religions, it also provides a solid basis for entering 
into dialogue with and witnessing to other religions.

The arguments and considerations above may provide the reader with an idea of 
how a systematic theologian arrives at a synthesis. One can also ask whether this is 
good theology? In defence of this construct, one may argue that it complies with a 
number of criteria for ‘good’ theology. Let us first list the criteria before discussing 
some of the aspects;
• It has a broad biblical, cultural and social base.
• It introduces the category of revelation.
• There is a paradox that implies transcendence, and prevents a theologia gloriae.
•  It addresses a basic human need.
• It has the potential to precipitate deeds and to make a difference.
• It is open-ended, allowing for input from a radical other source (the enemy).
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• It draws a sharp distinction between good and evil.
• It can be extrapolated in terms of a wide range of doctrinal issues.
• It operates on individual and social levels.

An analysis of culture shows that this is a viable concept (but then again, only for a 
specific audience at a certain time). It is relevant not only to personal relationships, 
but also on a global scale where the future of the planet is threatened by broken 
relationships between nations, races and social classes. Today the non-violent 
mediation of conflict and the management of emotions remain unsolved problems.

Biblical analysis shows that this concept of ‘enemy-love’ has a broad textual base 
and is also found close to the central biblical themes (for example the suffering 
servant of the Lord, forgiveness and God’s action toward human beings). Analysis 
of the concept of love as portrayed by Christianity also reveals a paradox: love for 
the enemy defies its own regular definition, for enemies are to be hated. Yet this 
paradox finds historical confirmation in Jesus, who loved his enemies. Thus the 
paradox introduces a sense of transcendence. If Jesus is the image of his Father, it 
means that God’s love is qualified as love for his enemies. Further reflection might 
focus on the function of this paradox. Could it be that the paradox intentionally 
stimulates creative action?

Empirical observation reveals that this kind of unilateral love has a salutary effect; 
it restores relationships. When practised it gives the one who is giving the love a new 
sense of self, and appeals to the better nature of the ‘enemy’. But there is a problem. 
Sometimes the love is rejected by unbearable enmity and discrimination. Does this 
mean that the rule of ‘loving the enemy’ has only limited application in the face of 
gross injustice and oppression? Here ethical issues come into play. In the light of 
over-population, can we say that some unborn foetuses are our ‘enemies’? And does 
‘enemy-love’ provide for the possibility of a ‘just war’? In this case then, theology 
needs to develop short- and long-term strategies for abolishing enmity. That love 
for one’s enemy is a quality of God makes this an essential value for the believer, 
one that has to be consistently pursued in spite of all empirical setbacks. Further 
empirical feedback raises theoretical concerns. If God is a God of love, why all the 
enmity in the world in the First place? And if the church has had this message for so 
long, why is it not evident in much that the church has done?

From a systemic point of view this can never be a final construct and is in constant 
need of being tested and supplemented by similar designs built around other 
concepts and themes. But there can be no doubt that this is an authoritative 
interpretation of the Christian message and likely to be part of the religious agenda 
of most Christians. The point where this trope of Christian religion develops a need 
for theological reflection is when a believer runs into problems in an attempt at 
‘loving the enemy’ (when, for example, he or she faces martyrdom). Further 
questions are then asked: ‘Is this really what God wants? What else does God
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require? Will a sacred theologian love his or her enemy better than a secular 
theologian?’ In seeking answers, theology also assists the development of new 
strategies in the never-ending ebb and How of theory and practice. In the exploration 
of these questions the systematic theologian has a powerful ally in the philosopher.

Philosophy and theology

Philosophical reasoning is part of the scientific apparatus of the theologian.81 The 
discipline of philosophy is critical by definition and serves mainly to clarify the 
questions humans ask and to explore the limits of our conceptual apparatus. 
Though philosophy can never escape the ontological question, by definition it can 
never advance an answer either, for the philosopher has to remain detached forever.

From this, the difference between theology and philosophy should be clarified. 
Religion is the institutionalisation of strategies for global meaning that have 
developed heuristically. Theology is the scientific examination and interpretation of 
those strategies. Because of this focused interest, theology temporarily suspends its 
critical facility at a certain point in order to provide for specific needs at a specific 
time. Decisions have to be made, even with limited information; life has to be lived, 
even with limited resources.

Although philosophy can never go beyond the hypothetical, theology does.82 
Philosophy can, for example, explore the implications o f ‘loving your enemy’ and it 
can argue for the relative superior morality involved, but at the point where it is 
explained and motivated as a divine imperative, it becomes theology. At this stage 
closure takes place, because closure is the prerequisite for action.

Christianity at its worst
The systematic theologian also has an apologetic function. This function is 
exercised not by proving Christianity to be unique or the only true religion, but by 
examining the positions of those who oppose Christianity. Systematic theologians 
are therefore in a position to redress misunderstandings and to expose false 
arguments and presuppositions. For focus, they need inputs from practical theology 
that will point the way to issues that should be examined.

When dealing with an atheist, for example, the systematic theologian needs to take 
full note of the criticism levelled against the Christian religion. Christian claims to 
possess absolute truth may indeed disempower human creativity and rational 
thinking. The church can be held responsible for obstructing scientific inquiry and 
democratic government or for reinforcing divisions in humanity. It might be alleged 
that religion encourages compartmentalised thinking, or merges with ideologies and 
systems of power, strengthening reactionary forces in society. 'Why does it so often
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happen,’ a systematic theologian might ask, ‘that the most conservative party in 
local congregations manage to become the interlocutors of the preacher or the 
synod?’ Such criticism, and the social, political and economic interests that support 
it, is the ‘raw material' of systematic theology. Often theology is threatened by a 
tendency to make the past the sole object of its study -  an enterprise that inevitably 
leads back into the ‘Christian ghetto’.

To fulfil their task systematic theologians constantly have to identify and break 
through the closed hermeneutical circuits that threaten to alienate themselves from 
the world outside. To do this, it is not enough to address the literary arguments of 
its interlocutors, but to engage them as persons. It is not enough, for example, to 
question the agnosticism of Stephen Hawking or the atheism of Richard Dawkins, 
as found in their writings. They have to be ‘met in person’. To assist in this kind of 
engagement fresh inputs from the practical disciplines are of vital importance.
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CHAPTER TEN______
Practical Theology:
The Empirical-Practical Dimension

Traditional scope and sub-disciplines
Of all the theological disciplines practical theology is closest to the needs of the 
church and more subject to the ‘market forces’ in the religious world. Traditional 
practical theology focused on the practical implementation of the Christian religion 
in all its dimensions. Curricula in the practical subjects include church growth and 
management, church order, homiletics, liturgy, hymnology, evangelism, missiology, 
catechism and Sunday school, pastoral and youth counselling and a host of other 
sub-disciplines. The traditional secular ancillaries to these subjects are social work, 
sociology, psychology, communication science and even speech and drama.

Place within the theological dialectic
The conventional view is that practical theology has to be concerned with the 
application of the truth found in the Bible as interpreted by systematic theology. In the 
light of systems theory as explored in this study, it is clear that such a view is an 
oversimplification of the theological process. The dialectic between practice and theory 
implies that scholars in the historical and systematic disciplines conduct their work 
from certain pre-understandings that are deeply influenced by the practical aspect of 
theology. There can be no theoretical work without some practical understanding.

On the other side of the scale we find that scholars in practical subjects often 
presuppose a theoretical framework that is not consonant with recent developments 
in the theoretical disciplines. The hymns and liturgical calendar, for example, could 
be based on a view of Scripture that does not stand up to the latest research in the 
historical disciplines.

Church order may be grounded on a biblicist interpretation of Scripture. 
Evangelism and missiology can be taught without an understanding of the best 
systematic insights on the subject. Homiletics might still be taught in the explicatio/ 
applicatio mode. Methods for Bible study might presuppose an ahistorical and 
acontextual biblicism. Sometimes the logic employed in the practical subjects seems 
strange and distorted to scholars in the other disciplines. From their side practical
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theologians might feel that the work done in the other fields does not meet their 
needs for building up the congregations. All this can be ascribed to an insufficient 
flow' of information in the dialectical process.

Contribution to other disciplines
It is clear that practical theology does not have to be only on the receiving end of 
theology, but that it also has much to contribute. This is what we shall be looking at 
now. The most general contribution of practical theology to the theoretical 
disciplines is to supply them with real and relevant interlocutors. It would be ot no 
use if the historical and systematic disciplines only focused on academic 
interlocutors from their ancillary subjects, or even worse, only on interlocutors of 
the past as documented in the literature. Theology has to focus on the present, 
although it should be firmly grounded in tradition. To church history and biblical 
studies, practical theology supplies information on the reception of the Bible and 
the Christian message. To the systematic disciplines it supplies information about 
the real problems that need to be solved.

The question now is how can practical theology supply this information about 
interlocutors, receptions and problems in a productive way? Should this be left to 
the informal ‘osmosis’ of ideas in faculty tearooms, or is this an aspect that needs to 
be built into the theological process? There are some structural adjustments that 
may facilitate this process, for example by the exchange of lecturers from one 
department to teach modules in another. Providing emerging theologians with a 
well-balanced education requires that the flow of information between theory and 
praxis should be optimised. Whatever the case may be, it seems that this should be 
made one of the priorities of the practical discipline, that is, to devise methods and 
means to supply relevant feedback to the other disciplines.

The nature and quality of such feedback also deserves attention. This is the point 
where practical theology has a vital contribution to get theology out of the 
Christian ghetto. This concerns the scope of the fields from which information is 
gathered. Whether the scope is limited to the environment of a specific 
denomination, ecumenical fellowship or society in general, it is bound to make a 
significant difference. The same applies to whether the information is only gathered 
to promote the interests of the Christian faith in a narrower sense, or whether it is 
done in the interests of humanity. Literary research and interviews might yield good 
information, but with the advance of methods for empirical research this seems to 
be the field that now needs focused attention and development.
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Empirical method

Today empirical studies have entered a new dimension, with psychology and 
sociology leading the way. Controlled tests have been developed for understanding 
the communicative aspects of preaching, as well as ascertaining the modes of 
spirituality and the type of faith held by individuals and society. Methods of 
empirical investigation include detailed sense observation, making predictions, 
designing experiments, applying inductive confirmation, inventing and testing 
contingent generalisations, theories and laws. Processing of data by computers has 
rendered this a sophisticated activity.

At this stage, practical theology has only made the first advances in this direction.83 
We conclude this section with an example of how empirical-practical observation 
has led to a new development that has affected the whole theological field in recent 
times. It concerns liberation theology and the family of theologies that came into 
being as a result of this innovation.

An example of innovation through empirical observation: liberation 
theology
Since the 1960s liberation theology has involved theologians and lay people in the 
Roman Catholic and Protestant traditions as well as a wide range of government 
officials, economists and sociologists. The liberation theologies that emerged (Black 
Theology, Latin American Liberation Theology, Feminist Theology) all responded to 
some form of social oppression. The basic problem addressed was the observation 
that Christianity was ineffective in dealing with these kinds of oppression.

Liberation theologies all began with the empirical observation that the Christian 
faith apparently faced an inability to position itself regarding different forms of 
social and political oppression. Experience had shown that at times Christianity was 
not only tolerant or ignorant of certain forms of oppression, but it actually 
promoted and entrenched these. Much of the theological activity in the latter part 
of the twentieth century was devoted to this problem. If one takes a global view of 
the development of liberation theology, it now seems only logical that such a shift in 
attention would occur. Eventually the empirical observation led to a re-thinking of 
systematic theology and the historical-critical investigation.

Preparing the ground for liberation theology
The ground for the new development in theology had already been prepared by 
post-war Western theology, which opened the door to concentrated reflection on 
the social implications of the Christian faith. In response to World War II and 
growing secularisation, theologians explored the socio-political dimension of 
Christianity. The Christian faith was criticised for restricting its message to the
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salvation of the individual and neglecting the transformation of society. The church 
had to resume its prophetic function as an institution of social criticism. It had to 
redefine its message within a secular context.

Theology became serious about exploring the world ‘from below’, that is, from a 
general, humanist perspective. The debate about the influence of hermeneutic ‘pre- 
understandings’ that began in the 1930s served as a powerful tool in this 
development.

This set the stage for liberation theology. The humanist category ‘from below’ was 
soon redefined in terms of a sociological category. ‘From below’ came to mean 
‘from the perspective of the poor and the oppressed'. It was also found that 
‘mainstream’ Christianity’s lack of social involvement not only derived from a 
distorted pre-understanding, but that the Scriptures and confessions of the Church 
as understood at the time promoted this lacking pre-understanding. Previously it 
was thought that Christianity had only failed in the application of its message, but 
now the message itself was subjected to a radical criticism. In the light of this, 
European theologies were found to be individualist, theoretical abstractions: the 
one-sided and individualist pre-understanding of Christianity restricted its vision 
for socio-political regeneration. The historical-critical method with its ideal of a 
value-free and neutral investigation of Scripture was held responsible for 
perpetuating injustice. So too the doctrine of an unchanging, transcendent God 
(conceived in terms of Greek philosophical categories), who lives ‘out there’ in a 
heaven far removed from the affairs of mankind. It is telling that the famous 
phrase, ‘pie in the sky when you die’, which has become part of contemporary 
theological jargon, was only coined in 191 l.s4

Criticism of conventional theology
This development meant that both the systematic and historical dimensions of 
theoretical theology came under fire because of empirical-practical observations.

Instead of historical-critical analysis, Christianity was now subjected to a radical 
social analysis in which the intellectual tools of Marxism proved useful. The view 
adopted from Marxism was that the most fundamental dichotomy in society is the 
divide between rich and poor, and since the rich are by definition rich because of the 
exploitation of the poor, the only way to resolve poverty is for the poor to engage in 
a revolutionary class struggle. According to the theory of economic determinism, all 
intellectual property was seen as an extrapolation of socio-economic conditions. 
But did the Bible itself champion the poor, or did it speak on behalf of the 
powerful?

Liberation theologians argued that Christianity could not avoid an analysis in terms 
of the class struggle between rich and poor, oppressor and oppressed. To redress
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past indifference, a new form of Christianity had to adopt, as its pre-understanding, 
a bias toward the poor. Through such a ‘preferential option for the poor’ 
Christianity could withdraw its support for the capitalist systems that were 
responsible for impoverishing and exploiting the Third World.

Contextual aspects of theology
An analysis from the point of view of the class struggle exposed the intellectual bias 
of most of Western theology as a way of remaining neutral and perpetuating 
economic and social privilege. To counter this, it was emphasised that theology can 
never be a collection of timeless, culture-transcending truths that remain valid for 
all time. Rather, it is an ongoing, contingent exercise that is always ‘done’ in 
context. The way of doing theology pointed out by liberation theologians was to 
involve Christianity in revolutionary action on behalf of the poor. Orthopraxis had 
to replace orthodoxy. Empirical theology was anointed to lead the other disciplines 
in a very specific way.

A new theology and a new ethic
This involved exposing and countering the strategies of oppression that were 
institutionalised and internalised by Christianity. Structural violence had to be 
countered by revolutionary action.

This then led to a radical redefinition of traditional Christian concepts such as the 
church, kingdom, sin, salvation and incarnation in terms of their socio-political 
utility. Jesus’ divinity was sought in his exemplary identification with the poor: his 
incarnation represented God's total immersion into humanity’s struggle against 
oppression. ‘Whenever I see a guerrilla with an AK-47, I see Jesus Christ,’ Rev. 
Canaan Banana, theologian and former president of Zimbabwe, declared.

Later developments
One of the most important new developments in liberation theology resulted from a 
shift in perspectives on socialism. In Eastern Europe socialist states collapsed, and 
none of the socialist experiments in the Third World proved to be successful. In 
contrast, free-market economies in the Far East brought relative prosperity to their 
peoples. This led to a revision of the determinist idea in terms of which society is 
primarily defined as a class struggle. What remains if the poor are not going to be 
liberated through a socialist revolution?

At present Western-style democracy is gradually being accepted as a legitimate 
weapon against oppression. At the turn of the millennium about 70% of all the
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countries in the world were nominal democracies and the question has shifted to: 
‘What happens after democracy?’ Emphasis is placed on inclusiveness, minority 
rights and the participation of the marginalised in civil society. Together with this 
development, the previous legitimisation of violence in the class struggle has also led 
to second thoughts on this issue (generating questions such as: ‘Can a Christian 
who justifies the use of weapons exhibit the love of the Crucified?’). In the late 1990s 
the demands and deficiencies of global capitalism brought new elements in play.

In traditional European theology such political shifts would have had little to do 
with theology, but for liberation theology this new reality alters the pre­
understanding through which Christianity is being interpreted. At present liberation 
theologians are moderating their positions on social analysis and renewing their 
focus on spirituality and biblical exegesis as a way to implement a preferential 
option for the poor.

Contribution of liberation theology
Empirical involvement with problems of Christian pre-understandings, as witnessed 
by liberation theology, contributed to an irreversible renewal in the systematic and 
biblical disciplines. The development of liberation theology shows the profound 
influence that empirical approaches can exercise on theology. Further developments 
also show that a serious consideration of the historical and theoretical aspects cannot he 
neglected indefinitely. In this third millennium Christianity will continue to redefine 
itself with reference to universal religion and universal social and personal values.

A lasting contribution of liberation theology to theology in general is that it took the 
concept of pre-understanding a step further, showing both its power and deficiencies. 
Previously it was well understood that interpretation is guided by pre-understandings. 
The advances in empirical theology served to bring conscious and sub-conscious pre­
understandings that had previously been suppressed into the open. The inability of 
theoretical theology to solve the problem of oppression and poverty was relayed to its 
limited pre-understanding. The problems experienced with the first attempts at a 
theology of liberation also showed that a rigid pursuit of a specific pre-understanding 
leads to a closed hermeneutical circle where the interpreter projects his or her own 
ideas into the subject and eventually only establishes what is already known. To be 
really constructive the interpreter must allow his or her pre-understanding(s) to be 
constantly modified by new empirical information.
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Summary and Conclusion: 
Getting Out of the Ghetto

Although to date ‘classical’ liberation theology has not been officially accepted by 
any church denomination and it is unlikely ever to happen, it has upset 
conventional theology in a decisive manner. It has turned theology on its head 
by unseating the priority of orthodoxy over orthopraxis. From a systemic point of 
view, it has usurped the dialectical process by insisting that it should be directed 
primarily ‘from below’, that is, taking its agenda from the bread-and-butter needs 
of the poor and the oppressed. As the demand to make the church and theology 
part of the class struggle becomes toned down further, we shall probably see 
liberation theology becoming more open to the dialectic of theory and practice. As 
this happens, liberation theology will become less of a closed system and more open 
to dialogue and interaction with other types of theology.

Classical liberation theologians will undoubtedly object to this development, 
insisting that dialectical theory itself is at fault, but I wish to propose that liberation 
theology (in an attempt to counteract classical theology) initially neglected the 
dialectic by not allowing enough feedback from the empirical-practical dimension.s? 
It turned out that a mere application of the biblical exhortations to assist the poor 
was not enough, but that inputs from the empirical dimension had to be more 
radical and the theoretical labour had to be more focused on the present reality. 
This does not diminish the fact that liberation theology was highly successful in 
exposing conventional theology as locked up in a ‘Christian ghetto’.

At the end of this essay one has to consider some concrete guidelines for Christian 
theology. I hope to have contributed somewhat to clarifying the role of religion and 
theology in relation to culture in general and science in particular. I also hope to have 
shown how a systemic understanding of the issues involved can provide a framework 
for thinking creatively and progressively about the subject. This is especially important 
at a time that standards and norms are being determined for the subject field and 
institutions for theology and religious studies are being restructured not only in my 
country. South Africa, but also at many places around the globe. This need not be 
traumatic for the theology, but can be an opportunity for growth.

76



CHAPTER ELEVEN: Sum m ary  and Conclusion: Gett ing Out of the Ghetto

A theology of our future evolution
The human race has not only significantly adapted its environment through cultural 
achievements, but we are on the threshold of determining the processes of our own 
biological evolution. Now, more than ever, the future rests in human hands. It will 
take some time, but somewhere in this third millennium we may gain the capacity to 
alter our genetic makeup and that of all other living creatures. This raises prospects 
of altering our intelligence and lifespan.86 Every single surrealistic dream of the 
religious imagination of humanity seems to be almost tangible. Creating lions and 
lambs that “lie together in peace’ is almost within our reach. Smart computers and 
cyborgs that imitate humans both in their good and evil aspects are on the agenda. 
Shall we programme these creations to act in a Christian or demonic manner?

Because of in vitro fertilisation the conception of human life without the sexual 
contact has been wrested from myth to become part of reality. This is a process that 
will gain in momentum. Sometime later in this millennium we might conquer the 
laws of gravity and be able to fly like angels or walk on the water. We may come to 
understand the report that Jesus walked on the water of Gennesaret in a new light. 
The question whether Jesus had actually walked on the water will grow pale before 
the question whether we ourselves will be able to or would want to walk on water. 
The theological question that will become ever more pressing is: “In W/whose image 
and according to which models are we going to reshape our world and ourselves?' 
This could very well become the ultimate theological question o f this millennium. It is 
in this regard that the ideals and imaginings of religion, especially the Christian 
religion, become ever more important. The question whether we are heading for 
Teilhard de Chardin’s Omega state, where all of creation approaches the likeness of 
Jesus Christ,87 or whether we are heading for an apocalyptic catastrophe will 
become ever more important. More than de Chardin ever could have imagined, we 
will acquire the capacity to shape history according to our own dreams. What 
seemed to him a historical inevitability is something that is almost within our reach 
that is, if we wish to realise it. If Christian theology is to make any significant 
contribution, it has to gear itself to addressing these issues.

Open schools, faculties and seminaries in service of an open 
society
Of course, many problems regarding the restructuring of theology as a discipline 
remain unresolved and the basic positions, divergent as they are, will remain intact for 
the foreseeable future. However, there are some indications of preferences that should 
be exercised. It is also clear that the basic dialectic of the theological discipline between 
historical, systematic and practical aspects has to be fostered and enhanced for the 
sake of theology and the world, if not out of obedience to God and his Kingdom. As

77



PART 3: Theology as Dia lectical Process

with every network there are different paths to the same ends. The following are 
merely some guidelines developed from the arguments put forward in this essay.

The first guideline is to structure theological institutions in such a way that the 
widest possible spectrum of theological voices is heard. This is the primary outcome 
of our argument for a dialectic of different rationalities. This means that, as far as it 
is practical, theological faculties should resemble the ecumenical macrocosm of 
theological strategies within a given context. In turn, the open theological 
institution should reflect the character of a microcosm. The variety of both 
lecturers and students representing differing voices should be limited only by the 
necessity of maintaining a scientific ethos at given institutions.

Besides the differing theological voices, there are non-theological voices that deserve 
to be heard in the interest of the theological dialectic. These ‘other voices’ should be 
allowed to speak for themselves. For example, there is no reason that 
representatives of Islam should not be allowed to explain the intricacies of their 
own heritage to theological students. The same applies to incorporating significant 
voices and perspectives from minorities and previously marginal groups, as well as 
experts from secular disciplines. This will ensure a variety of interlocutors.

To introduce ‘other’ theological and non-theological voices to the dialectic, a fine 
balance will have to be struck between maintaining academic excellence and 
applying the necessary affirmative action. Where affirmative action is practised, it 
needs to be done in a transparent and responsible manner, with proper disclosure to 
the contributing churches and taxpayers and not merely to create a superficial 
image for the sake of obtaining public recognition. This seems necessary to prevent 
the formation of new exclusive ‘ghettos’.

Another guideline for enhancing the theological dialectic is to employ special 
measures to encourage and ensure empirical inputs from the practical theological 
disciplines. The end-consumers of theological products need to be taken seriously 
by allowing them a say in determining the focus of the theological enterprise. 
Project management should not terminate before the implementation stage and the 
delivery of viable products to the end-users.

At many institutions an inter-disciplinary research methodology requires to be re­
invented to enhance the theological dialectic. Too many projects are conducted on 
an individual and random basis, and too many dissertations land on shelves where 
they are merely gathering dust. Other disciplines should be treated as more than 
ancillaries.8* A good metaphor would be not to see the twosome (that is, theology 
and the other disciplines) ‘as queen and ladies-in-waiting but twins, even Siamese 
twins'.89 Without suppressing individual creativity, broader projects involving 
researchers from the various theological and other disciplines should become the 
normal way to conduct research.
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A further matter to be considered is to integrate secular modules into theological 
research (and learning) programmes, and also to present theological modules in 
secular programmes. Theology must make a serious contribution to the other 
disciplines. One field in which this should happen is hermeneutics; another is ethics. 
Theology and the sciences have a shared ethical responsibility that requires them to 
be the object of joint research. Of special importance are joint projects in social 
development studies, including the exploration of indigenous knowledge systems, 
sustainable livelihoods and the preservation of ecosystems. n)

One of the most important outcomes of this essay is to present strong arguments for 
‘open’ theological faculties, that is, faculties not focused on the interests of only one 
church denomination. Open faculties and seminaries are needed for open societies. 
This does not mean that participating churches cannot demand or even supply their 
own modules in some of the learning programmes. When such modules are 
presented within the larger context of the theological dialectic, they are bound to 
gain in profile and meaning. This also affects the composition of staff at the 
faculties. Until now the amount of academic in-breeding that has occurred at 
theological faculties in many countries is enough reason for official investigations.91

The final guideline involves the many smaller colleges that present theological 
courses. In the light of the systemic nature of theology, it is apparent how becoming 
involved in larger theological clusters can enhance their endeavours. 1 hey are in 
need of being integrated into broader programmes where the full scope of the 
theological dialectic can work to their advantage.

In conclusion one must observe that the Christian religion and theology today are 
in constant danger of remaining or becoming closed systems. Strong tendencies 
exist for theologians to lose themselves in a debate with the past or with imaginary, 
idealised interlocutors. I have argued that it would be contrary to its own nature 
and original agenda for Christianity to become encapsulated in an intra-Christian, 
intra-church or even an intra-religious debate. The scope of the Christian message is 
creation itself and humanity in its widest definition. The Christian religion has the 
potential to be an open system: open to culture, religion and science in the full sense 
of the word. Only when this is taken seriously can theology serve its purpose of 
assisting the Gospel, while allowing scientific scrutiny at the same time. In view of 
the global importance of the Christian message, this seems to be a point to ponder 
as theology advances in its third millennium.
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NOTES

Introduction
1. C itation in Evans, Evans & Roozen, 1993:5.
2. The ‘g loba lisa tion ’ or ‘in te rna tiona lisa tion ’ o f re ligious and theologica l studies is a trend that 

is gathering force in the USA (according to research by Hart 1991:777). A lso elsewhere the 
needs for m odifying the Euro-Am erican patterns o f study are being felt.

3. S tatistics quoted from  the 1998 Yearbook o f  the E ncyclopaedia Britannica.
4. The sam e an tipathy against theologica l studies at large public universities that Hart 

(1991:732) registered in a US survey is m anifest in South Africa.
5. In his research on the position o f theologica l and religious studies at US tertiary institutions, 

Hart found that none o f the defenders o f theologica l studies (as subject at public 
universities) opposed the ‘soc ia l-sc ien tific ’, ‘ob jective ’ or 'va lue-neutra l' study o f religion 
(1991:733).

Chapter One
6. D iscovery Channel on DSTV South Africa, 21 Novem ber 1999.
7. W hat is called ‘sym bolic representa tion ’ here is som etim es also called ‘sym bo lling ’ (see 

a rtic le  on ‘c u ltu re ’ Encyclopaedia B ritann ica  on line  w w w .eb .co m : 180/bo l/top ic?tm a- 
p_id = 51795000&tm ap_typ =  dx accessed 26 January 2001).

8. In general four phases in the learning process are distinguished: simple reflexes, conditioned 
reflexes, instrumental action, symbolling activity. Only humans are capable o f the last type. 
See a rtic le  on ‘cu ltu re ’ Encyclopaedia B ritann ica  on line  w w w .eb .co m :1 80 /b o l/top i- 
c?eu =  118246&sctn =  4 accessed 26 January 2001.

9. A rtic le  on ‘ la n g u a g e ’ E ncyc lopaed ia  B rita n n ic a  o n lin e  w w w .e b .c o m :1 8 0 /b o l/to p i-  
c?eu =  114866&sctn =  12 accessed 26 January 2001.

10. This point has been elaborated in great detail by the great system s philosopher N iklas 
Luhm ann (1995).

11. A striking exam ple o f this was the proposal o f a spherical carbon m olecule by Buckm inster 
Fuller long before it was d iscovered in reality.

12. For this idea I am  indebted to E. O. W ilson (1992).
13. This is the subject o f the so-called nonzero logic, which seeks to disprove the logic o f ‘the 

survival o f the fittes t’ (see R. W righ t 2000).
14. These four categories correspond to genera l sem antic categories.
15. W hen considering this, it appears that hum ans have always inhabited ‘virtual reality'.

Chapter Two
16. This was the point o f Thom as K uhn’s c lassic book on The S tructure o f  Scientific  

R evolutions  (1962).
17. Kuhn’s work on scientific  revo lu tions has shown that the developm ent of science is not the 

gradual process that Karl Popper had assumed.
18. This m ight be one o f the strongest reasons for in terd iscip linary research: one never knows 

where the creative spark will com e from.
19. This is the so-called fa ls ification theory, popularised by Karl Popper.
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NOTES

20. Cf. the book by G. Soros on The Crisis o f G lobal Capita lism  (1998) for a lucid diffe rentia tion 
between system s. He defines the global econom y as a com plex system  in com parison to 
many sim ple, natural system s.

21. Kuhn 1962.
22. Theology is generally understood as the ‘critical understand ing o f the content o f [Christian] 

fa ith ’ (Latoure lle and F isichella 1994:1060). However, I have not found anyone who noticed 
the parallel o f theology/re lig ion w ith natural science/technology. From the tim e o f Abelard 
theologia  becam e a quaestio. This represents a transition o f theology from  being a study of 
doctrine to becom ing a discip line o f science (Latoure lle and F isichella 1994:1061).

Chapter Three
23. As found at the cave o f Regourdou in M ontignac, D ordourgne, F rance (basis fo r the exhib it 

in the Ice Age M am m als and Em ergence o f Man Hall, National Sm ithsonian M useum  for 
Natural H istory, W ashington, DC). See also the finds at the Shanidar cave in the Zagros 
M ountains o f Iraq as presented on the Internet at w w w .rob insonresearch .com /A N TH R O / 
PHYSIC A L/N eanderta l3 .htm , accessed 30 January 2001.

24. See Burkert (1996) for a pioneering perspective on the biological foundations o f human 

religion.
25. I believe this to be the best descrip tion of what religion is. This is a generic sum m ary o f 

previous theories on the nature o f religion that are strik ing ly listed by R. N iebuhr: ‘Relig ious 
man is m agic-m aking man (M alinowski), fearing-m an (Hum e), and man d irected toward the 
unconditional (T illich), he is man shuddering before m an ifestations o f the num inous (O tto), 
devoting him self to and denying h im self for the sake o f universal ideal-energ ies, like loving 
and dealing justly  and o ther virtues (Dewey). Relig ious man is feeling his absolute 
dependence (Schleierm acher), man arrogantly seeking de ity and deification (Barth). He is 
man hom esick for a prim eval time (E liade), m yth-m aking m an (Cassirer), and man giving 
him self to transcendent beauty (Jonathan E dw ards)’ (1972:33, a lso cited in Fiorenza 

2000:33).
26. Note, fo r exam ple, how often the word ‘re lig ion ’ (‘la tre ia ’, also used fo r ‘w o rsh ip ’) is used to 

denote the practices o f the Judeans in the books o f the M accabees (1 M acc 1:43).
27. This is the position o f M ircea Eliade, w ho said that ‘it would be hopeless to try and explain 

religion in term s o f any o f those basic [that is, social, linguistic, econom ic] functions ’ 

(1958:xiii).
28. This is my own chart. See Latoure lle  and F isichella (1994:831) fo r a brief review of 

d istinctions suggested by o ther scholars.
29. W. Cantwell Smith uses ‘fa ith ’ as a generative category fo r developing an in tegrative theory 

o f religions (1989:181ff). However, he w eakens his position by fa iling to define fa ith with 

regard to religion and culture.
30. See Hussey and Colich (1990) for a review  o f lite rature on the em ic/e tic distinction. The pair 

o f term s were firs t used by Kenneth L. P ike in 1954 w ith reference to lingu istics and 
anthropology and since the 1980s have been applied to m any o ther fields, including 
religion.

31. This contrast can also be described as a d ichotom y between those w ho restrict the study of 
religion to the know ledge o f religion and those whose concern is fo r the truth of religion (cf 
the find ings o f Hart 1991:734).

32. Schleierm acher, the fa the r o f con tem porary herm eneutics, was acute ly aw are o f this. His 
solution to this 'problem ' was to opt fo r an em ic approach. He asserted that Christian ity 
could only be studied via the concrete experience (that is, o f ‘total dependence ’) o f an 
existing com m unity (see d iscussion in F iorenza 2000:9-10, 29). Sch le ierm acher’s a ttem pt
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at solving the dichotom y between em ic and etic approaches did not find its due 
appreciation because Barth m isunderstood his approach as a reversion to hum anism  (see 
the argum ent o f Fiorenza 2000:7-34). A contem porary representative o f the em ic option is 
W ilfred Cantwell Sm ith, who w ishes to abolish the concept o f ‘re lig ion ’ in favour o f two 
separate concepts, nam ely ‘a personal fa ith ’ and ‘a cum ulative trad ition ’ (see article on 
‘Religion I: de fin ition ’ in Latoure lle and F isichella 1994:823).

Chapter Four
33. For exam ple, I am unaw are o f any M uslim s, H indus o r Jews calling them selves 

‘theo log ians’. W hile this is true o f South A frica, it m ight also be the case elsewhere.
34. Quote from  Thom sen (1982).
35. The only exception to the rule is W ilfred Cantwell Sm ith, particu larly in Towards a W orld  

Theology  (1989), w here he m akes a brave a ttem pt at developing 'a h istory o f religion in the 
s ingu lar’ . To further this view  he abolishes the concepts o f religion and theology altogether 
and focuses on ‘fa ith ’ as a trans-cu ltura l phenom enon.

36. For a review of artic les on the developm ent of the science o f religion in various parts o f the 
world, see a list o f abstracts on the issue in Science o f  Relig ion  w w w .un i-m arburg.de / fb03/ 
re lig ionsw issenscha ft/jou rna l/ sor/sor_artic les.htm l accessed 2 February 2001.

37. C f Francis F iorenza’s serious consideration o f C h idester’s thesis that not only the definition 
o f religion, but a lso the m ethodology o f com parative religion are representative o f an 
oppressive, im peria list, W estern d iscourse (F iorenza 2000:17, 20, 30-32).

38. C f F iorenza (2000:10) on the lack o f consensus regarding what religion is.
39. Relig ious studies m ay include any o f the fo llow ing sub-discip lines: re ligious psychology, 

re ligious sociology, re lig ious phenom enology and ph ilosophy o f religion.
40. Antes (1993) reports that C hristian ity and Judaism  are still exem pt from  being subjects in 

re ligious stud ies (‘R e lig ionsw issenschaft’) in G erm any. He advances the view  that a 
s ingu lar m ethodology needs to be developed.

Chapter Five
41. The historica l-critica l study o f Scrip ture began w ith the publication in 1678 o f Histoire  

Critique du Vieux Testam ent by R ichard Simon, who because o f this was expelled from  the 
French O ratory (O xfo rd  D ictionary o f the Christian C hurch , 3rd edition, p 1503).

42. C f Hart (1991) for an extensive review o f how con tem porary lecturers in the discip lines of 
theology and religious stud ies in the USA position them selves. The general im pression 
from  his com prehensive survey is that theologica l studies at public institu tions are under 
pressure to m ake w ay for religious studies (1991:731). It is not far-fetched to assum e that 
d iffe rent positions on the relationship between faith and a critical approach to religion lie at 
the bottom  o f the division.

43. This was the position o f Karl Barth, who has set the tone fo r much o f the theologica l 
reflection on religion in the previous century. This position is also eloquently stated by John 
Henry Newm an, who enters into an extensive discourse on the status o f theology as a 
university d iscipline. His main point is that theology represents a system  o f cognitive 
princip les that are centra l to culture. In the in terest o f know ledge-for-the-sake-of-know ledge 
it would be ‘unph ilosoph ica l’ to exclude theology from  the academ y. W riting in 1852, it is 
noteworthy that Newm an does not distinguish between religion and theology (cf Newman 
1959:61-103).
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44. This question is asked by P. Tillich in the in troduction to his fam ous System atic Theology  

(1967:10).
45. I am inform ed by Am erican colleagues that there are a small num ber o f prom inent 

theologica l schools in the US in which it is virtua lly policy not to appo int Christians as 

teachers.
46. The word dogm a  does not have to be understood in a negative sense. Som etim es it m erely 

refers to the natural process o f form ulating a dynam ic and relevant Christian w itness.
47. Carrette (1999) presents a digestib le anthology o f w ritings by Foucault.
48. For exam ple, in his trilogy Rome, Lourdes, Paris.
49. I am well aware the Pannenberg's position is more sophisticated than this. However, th is is 

the m anner in which many have understood his highly orig inal and creative reconstruction 

o f Christian theology.
50. I borrowed this form ulation from  Dr Patrick Henry, d irector of the Institute fo r Ecum enical 

and Cultural Research, Saint John ’s University, M innesota.
51. See E ncyclopaed ia  B ritannica CD Rom  ed ition  1994-1999, T h o m a s  A quinas and 

T hom ism ’.
52. Ninian Sm art makes a strong point fo r ‘em pathy’ as a necessary tool o f the historian o f 

religions (1987:4 ,14-18) though he does not m anage to go as far.
53. ‘M ost o f us who teach in theologica l schools seek to be bilingual as we live in both church 

and academ y’ (W. Brueggem ann in Frazer, F razer and Roozen, 1993:xii).
54. I use the concept ‘secu la r’ theologian hesitantly, rea lis ing that few  will use it to describe 

them selves. In H eim beck (1969) we find a synonym ous concept: 'natural theo log ians ’.

55. This idea is from  Dr Patrick Henry.

Chapter Six
56. The concept hom eostasis  com es from  the biological field, where it indicates the process 

w hereby an organ ism  or cell m aintains in ternal equilib rium  through a system  o f contro l 
m echanism s activated by negative feedback.

57. In an entire ly d iffe rent sense Hegel (follow ing Herder) a lso em phasised the ‘o rgan ic ’ nature 
o f social wholes and the incom m ensurability  o f d iffe rent historica l epochs.

58. As applied to in form ation system s, the defin ition fo r en tropy given by the Free O nline  
D ictionary o f  Com puting  is: ‘A m easure o f the d isorder o f a system ’. It fu rther explains: 
‘System s tend to go from  a state o f order (low entropy) to a state o f m axim um  d isorder 
(high entropy). The entropy o f a system  is related to the am ount o f in form ation it contains. A 
highly ordered system  can be described using few er bits o f in form ation than a d isordered 
one. Shannon 's form ula g ives the en tropy H(M) o f a m essage M in bits: H(M) =  -log2 p(M) 
[W here p(M) is the probability o f m essage M] (1998-11-23).’

59. Does anyone have the right to teach a religion or w orldv iew  as if it is the on ly  legitim ate and 
true one with which everyone should com ply? (Sm art 1987:125). U ltim ate ly our own be lie f 
system , how ever jus t and fa ir it may seem to us, is a construct that rem ains fundam enta lly 
open to change. This does not mean that we should not have beliefs that we feel strongly 
about and that we w ish to prom ote globally. There is a m ost delicate m iddle ground 
between an anarch istic re lativ ism  and an im peria listic moral authoritarian ism .

60. Karl Barth did not take his distinction fo r view ing theology ‘from  above ’ and ‘from  be low ’ this 
far. However, we find in this d istinction extensive ly elaborated in his Church Dogm atics  
(especially in his Christology) the seed o f such a fu ll-b lown dialectical approach. In view  of 
his general th inking, Barth would rather qualify as a ‘sacred ’ theologian.

61. See book titled Em otiona l In te lligence  by G olem an (1995).
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62. C f the title o f a book on a s im ilar topic, D uel o r Duet?: Theology and Science in a 
Postm odern world (1998), by J. W entzel van Huyssteen.

63. Som ehow this argum ent brings us back to K ierkegaard. He observed that the individual 
finds h im self always stretching to attain ascendance over his existentia l lim itations in his 
absorption in God, but at the sam e tim e he is a lways thrust back upon him self by the 
incom m ensurability  o f this relationship. His conclusion was that man only finds salvation 
through a paradoxica l inversion o f the rational values o f speculative philosophy and 
through the ‘leap o f fa ith ’ in the crucified Christ. It was this conclusion to a ‘leap o f fa ith ’ 
beyond the rational tha t later found its secu lar counterpart in existentia lism  as a 
philosophical m ovem ent.

64. Sm art 1987:125.
65. This is a w idely held idea that w as popularised by D. Tracy.
66. See article T heo lo gy  from  am idst the v ic tim s’ by Jon Sobrino in Volf, Krieg and Kucharz 

(1996:164-175). Here we find a challenge to W estern theology to accept the victim s o f 
society as in terlocutors.

67. Cf. the article by Cobb in Volf, Krieg & Kucharz (1996:196-206).

Chapter Eight
68. Cf. article by F isichella, who refers to the paradoxica l source o f theology: ‘Faith as the basic 

point w ith in which thought is born, so determ ines the context o f the quest that this is 
a lready understood and accepted as an established truth and not one that has to be 
proved' (Latoure lle and F isichella 1994:10621).

69. See M cCutcheon, especia lly part III on ‘Reductionism  and the study o f re lig ion ’ (19 99 :1 27 - 
214).

70. Bernard Lonergan is on record as saying that 'if theology is to be the queen o f the sciences, 
not only by right but a lso in fact, then theologians have to take a professional in terest in the 
human sciences and make a positive contribution to the ir m ethodo logy’ (Insight p 743). 
Quote accessed at w ebsite  w w w .loyno.edu/physics/jcarte r/ quotes.htm  on 5 February 
2001.

71. Cf. G onzalez (1996), who has been laying the foundation fo r such a project. Instead o f the 
word ‘g loba l’ G onzalez prefers to use ‘tru ly ca tho lic ’. The latter expression is used in 
contrast to ‘un iversa l’, which im plies un iform ity (in Frazer, Frazer and Roozen, 1993:22).

72. The study in A frikaans by P rof W illie Jonker (1994) on the Reform ed creeds is exem plary.
73. This point was e loquently made by W. Cantwell Sm ith, who said that the histories o f 

religious com m unities can not only be understood better, but ‘in the end can be understood 
only in term s o f each other: as strands o f a still m ore com plex w ho le ’ (1989:6).

74. A  case in point is the agreem ent between representatives o f the m ajor religions on a global 
ethic. One should not understand the declaration on a global eth ic at A Parliam ent o f the 
W orld ’s Relig ions as anything m ore than an agreem ent that was convenient at a specific 
time and place. See the w ritings o f Hans K iing (1996, and article in Volf, Krieg and 
Kucharz, 1996 :267-283).

75. M iroslav V o lf (1996) has argued this point adm irably.
76. W. Cantwell Smith g ives one o f the m ost striking exam ples o f the transfer of m aterials from  

one religion to another when he discusses the story o f the Christian saints Barlaam and 
Josafat (1989 :7 -11 ). As it turns out, the figure o f Josafat goes back to S iddharta Gautama. 
Thus he com es to the conclusion that fo r a thousand years Buddha was a Christian saint.
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Chapter Nine
77. Here ‘serm ons’ are understood as products o f critical, scientific  labour.
78. This statem ent is made in contrast to the traditional view  that system atic  (or dogm atic) 

theology has the task o f analysing ‘d ogm a’.
79. This is more or less true o f both Roman Catholic and orthodox P rotestant traditions. C f also 

Justo G onzalez in Frazer, F razer and Roozen (1993:22).
80. C f the chapter on this issue by R icoeur in Volf, Krieg and Kucharz (1996:284-298).
81. This was not always appreciated; until the m iddle of the 13th century the w orks of A ristotle 

were prohibited at the University o f Paris.
82. It is tru ly rem arkable how com plicated and unproductive the reason-fa ith debate has 

become. In the Catholic world, fo r exam ple, a shift is reported to a concentra tion on the 
‘transcendenta l constitu tedness o f reason in its in te rsub jective , historica l nexus o f 
language and com m unica tion ’. This leads to the unresolved question, ‘ Is the a p rio ri for 
faith given in linguistic structures o r in the pow er structures o f socie ty? ’ Because there is no 
agreem ent on ‘com prehensive ly va lid ’ standards, no convincing treatm ent o f the problem 
exists, c f article 'R eason/fa ith ' by Verw eyen in Latoure lle  and F isichella (1994:814)..

Chapter Ten
83. In South A frica the m ost e loquent exponent o f th is  approach is Prof. Hennie P ieterse 

(em eritus), practical theologian at the University o f South A frica
84. Joe Hill, US labour activist, coined th is term.

Chapter Eleven
85. It is in teresting to note how classical liberation theologians have been reform ulating 

them selves in m ore m oderate term s. O ne need only browse though the artic les o f Sobrino, 
G utierrez and Cone in Volf, Krieg and Kucharz (1996) to observe this phenom enon.

86. M ichio Kaku, in his riveting book, Visions  (1998), speculates on a tim e scale for fu ture 

scientific  developm ents.
87. De Chardin saw this as an irreversib le process that dem anded only hum an consent 

(Latoure lle and Fisichella, 1994 :1025-1032). O thers v iew  it as a possib ility  that depends on 

hum an action.
88. M.-M. Cam pbell o f the Theologica l Faculty o f the University o f M ontreal notes that Christian 

theology in the W est is reverting m ore and m ore to the human sciences for the practical 
e laboration o f its d iscourse. However, he says, ‘il n ’y a pas de chapitre theologique elabore 
qui fonde le statut des sciences hum aines com m e source theo log ique ’ (c f Cam pbell 

2001:9).
89. Quote from  Thom sen (1982). Cam pbell (see bibliography) suggests that the relation 

between theology and the o ther sciences should be seen as sim ilar to the co-dependent 
re lationship between gram m ar and linguistics.

90. These categories correspond w ith som e o f the m ost im portant research fie lds identified by 
the National Research Foundation o f South A frica (see w w w .nrf.ac .za).

91. This does not mean that all institu tions have to be the same, o r that denom inational or o ther 
specia l tra its should be suppressed. It is rather a m atter o f establishing creative conditions 
by enabling m eaningful exchanges between theologica l scholars, w hether at the same 
institu tions or at d iffe rent institu tions. A  great deal o f in teraction takes place through 
academ ic societies.
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U N  I S  A

PRESS
In a  tim e  th a t 'w e a re  experien c in g  a m a ss iv e  reorganisation  o f cultural patterns  

ow ing  to g lo b a lisa tion ’ and  the im pact o f h istorical C hristian ity is declining' this 

e s s a y  by P ro f JA  L o u b ser invites th e  re a d e r to reth ink th e  p lace  and  function of 
th eo lo g y as  a d iscipline.

T h e  various issues are  an a ly sed  succinctly and  trenchan tly  in th ree  parts: 

'S c ien ce  and  religion as  cultural exp ress io n s ’, T h e  p lace  o f th eo logy within a  

th eo ry  o f cu lture', and  'Th eo log y  as  d ia lectica l p rocess'. P art 1 investigates the  

n atu re  o f cu lture, relig ion and sc ien ce. It d iscusses cu lture in 'its prim ordia l and  

d eve lo p ed  s tag es  and  the sym bolica l reconstruction  o f reality th rough m ental 

concepts  re p res en ted  by se co n d a ry  m ed ia ' (P re fa c e ).

In part 2  th e  a u th o r co n ce n tra tes  on the role o f th eo lo g y within a th eo ry  of 

culture. T h is  section  is subdivided  into 'Th eo lo g y  as  scientific cu ltu re’, 

'Th eo log y  and  faith ' and  'Th e  ep is tem o lo gy  o f th eo lo g y ’. H e  d istinguishes  

b etw ee n  sacred  theology, se cu la r theology, partia lly  co m prom ised  theo logy  

and d ia lectica l th eo lo g y  and  insists that consistent em pirical research  m ust 

tak e  p rim acy  o f p la ce  in o rd er to ra ise  the current s ta te  o f th eo lo g y  from  the  

'ghetto  o f m ean in g le ss , p ious, bas ica lly  uncon cern ed , e m b e d d e d  scho lastic  

dispositions' (P re fa c e ).

T h e  third part looks a t th e  re la tionsh ip  b e tw ee n  th e  h istorical, system atic  and  

practical d im ensions and  th e ir position w ith in  the context o f th e  theo log ical 

discipline. T h e  em p h as is  is on the m utual d e p e n d e n c y  o f th ese  subjects, 

b e c a u s e  s e para tio n  results in a d istorted  vision th a t is u ltim ately  harm ful.

T h e  au th o r concludes w ith  th e  need  to th ink crea tive ly  and  p rogressively  about 

th e  role o f th eo lo g y  in th e  third m illenn ium , particu larly  a t a  tim e that standards  

and  norm s for th e  su b ject field  a re  being re -d e te rm in e d , and  institutions for 

th eo lo g y  and  relig ious stud ies a re  being restructured  in m any  parts o f th e  w orld . 

The Christian religion has the potential to be an open system: open to 
culture, religion and science in the full sense of the word. Only when this 
is taken seriously can theology serve its purpose of assisting the Gospel, 
when allowing scientific scrutiny at the same time' (S u m m a ry  and  

conclus ion).

Th is  book will b e  o f g re a t va lu e  fo r sen io r theo log ical students and  o f in terest to 

th e  g en era l re a d e r fo r its b readth  o f vision.
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