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Introduction
When Lin Yutang was growing up as the son of a Christian pastor in early twentieth-century China, Chinese Christians regarded the Confucian classics as dangerous pagan nonsense. So Lin’s father never schooled his son in the rich cultural heritage of their ancient civilization. In his spiritual autobiography, From Pagan to Christian,1 Lin explains that when he went to college and realized that fundamentalist fear had prevented him from appreciating the best of his native culture, he was enraged. “I had been cheated of my national heritage. That was what a good Puritan Christian education could do to a Chinese boy. [So] I determined to plunge into the great stream of our national consciousness.”2
With the delight of an orphan finding his long-lost parents, Lin devoured Chinese philosophy and folklore and abandoned the Christian faith in which he had been reared. He went on to become one of China’s leading literati of the twentieth century. He wrote many books extolling the glories of Far Eastern thought and culture, and, by implication, denouncing the cultural insensitivity of Christianity.
In the twilight of his life, Yutang returned to the Christian faith of his childhood. His new faith was deeper and wiser than that of his youth, both chastened and enlightened by his earlier encounters with the Buddhist, Confucian and Daoist traditions.
American evangelicalism today is more worldly wise than the fundamentalism of Lin’s boyhood. It is more open to human culture and plays a much larger role in the production of culture. Yet in its attitude toward other religions American evangelicalism is remarkably similar to that Chinese fundamentalism. Like its distant Asian cousin it has often regarded non-Christian religion as taboo—consisting of either foolish nonsense or demonic delusions. Sometimes it has granted these religions a certain benign respect that acknowledges limited points of convergence with Christian doctrine. But rarely, if ever, has it regarded non-Christian religion as something from which it can learn. As a result, Christian understanding of its own revelation is less than it could be. More important, Christian witness to non-Christians has created a rock of stumbling for Christians and non-Christians alike. How many non-Christians have decided to stop listening because Christians have shown no appreciation for what might be true in their religions?
Arguably, the church’s greatest challenge in the next century will be the problem of the scandal of particularity.3 More than ever before, Christians will need to explain why they follow Jesus and not the Buddha or Confucius or Krishna or Muhammad. But if, while relating their faith to the faiths, Christians treat non-Christian religions as netherworlds of unmixed darkness, the church’s message will be a scandal not of particularity but of arrogant obscurantism.
Kosuke Koyama tells of a missionary couple arriving in Bangkok who told their host that all Thai religion (chiefly Theravada Buddhism) was the worship of demons (30 million people and 700 years of tradition brushed aside in one instant, Koyama notes) and that the (then) 800 million citizens of the People’s Republic of China were—according to the missionaries—all atheists and therefore unsaved, making the country an enemy of the gospel.4 Thankfully most missionaries I know do not display such cultural insensitivity. However, this kind of evangelistic approach, which ignorantly assumes that non-Christians have no knowledge of God and that their traditions are worthless and pernicious, may do more harm than good to the name of Christ. It tells non-Christians that Christians are not interested in learning about them and have no respect for their cultures. Often it communicates the message that Christians are interested in people not as human individuals but only as representatives of systems of thought. In the language of Martin Buber, we regard the other person not as a Thou demanding respect but as an It to be accepted only conditionally.5
Recent evangelical introductions to the problem of other religions have built commendably on foundations laid by J. N. D. Anderson and Stephen Neill.6 Anderson and Neill opened up the “heathen” worlds to the evangelical West, showing that many non-Christians also seek salvation and have personal relationships with their gods. In the last decade Clark Pinnock and John Sanders have argued for an inclusivist understanding of salvation, and Harold Netland has shed new light on the question of truth in the religions.7 Yet no evangelicals have focused—as nonevangelicals Keith Ward, Diana Eck and Paul Knitter have done—on the revelatory value of truth in non-Christian religions.8 Anderson and Neill showed that there are limited convergences between Christian and non-Christian traditions, and Pinnock has argued that there might be truths Christians can learn from religious others. But as far as I know, no evangelicals have yet examined the religions in any sort of substantive way for what Christians can learn without sacrificing, as Knitter and John Hick do, the finality of Christ.9
This book is the beginning of an evangelical theology of the religions that addresses not the question of salvation but the problem of truth and revelation, and takes seriously the normative claims of other traditions. It explores the biblical propositions that Jesus is the light that enlightens every person (Jn 1:9) and that God has not left Himself without a witness among non-Christian traditions (Acts 14:17). It argues that if Saint Augustine learned from Neo-Platonism to better understand the gospel, if Thomas Aquinas learned from Aristotle to better understand the Scriptures, and if John Calvin learned from Renaissance humanism, perhaps evangelicals may be able to learn from the Buddha—and other great religious thinkers and traditions—things that can help them more clearly understand God’s revelation in Christ. It is an introductory word in a conversation that I hope will go much further among evangelicals.
The first five chapters are theoretical, making the case that evangelicals can learn from world religions. The first two chapters are prolegomena. In chapter one I define what I mean by evangelical and then briefly review how evangelical scholars have treated the religions until the late 1990s. In chapter two I define revelation and try to sort out how evangelicals should interpret revelation. Then in chapter three I argue that the Bible suggests that God has sometimes given revelation of Himself to those outside Israel and the church, and that the church has sometimes learned from those “outsiders.” In chapter four I make a theological argument for the notion of revelation in the religions, using (among other things) Jonathan Edwards’s understandings of covenant and typology. I claim that there is revelation of a sort in at least some of the religions—neither general nor special revelation but “revealed types.” In chapter five I show that three important Christian theologians used thinking from outside the church to help them understand the revelation of Christ.
The next four chapters are case studies, as it were, in which I apply my theoretical conclusions to some real-world traditions. Chapters six through nine treat four major non-Christian religious traditions (Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism and Islam) and suggest what evangelicals can learn from them. This list of four is meant to be suggestive, not exhaustive. I have not treated Hinduism or Sikhism or animism or the host of other religions in the world. And of course there are many, many more things that could be said about and learned from the four traditions I do consider. These four are intended to be a representative sampling and hopefully a stimulus for other evangelical scholars to take up where I leave off. The last chapter considers objections made to this project and responds to each one of them.
Some readers may object, upon reading chapters six through nine, that I am not really learning anything at all from these traditions because most of the concepts I discuss are so similar to Christian concepts. But if we reexamine what takes place in most learning, I think it will become clear that the same kind of learning is suggested in this book. And as readers follow the argument in these chapters, they will see that most similar ideas in other religions are nevertheless still different in both content and context.
Let me explain what I mean by “most” learning. It seems to me that most learning is a matter not of seeing entirely new things but of seeing old things in new ways. Religiously and theologically, learning means new understanding of familiar concepts more often than it means assimilating wholly new articles of faith. So for example, we grow in our understanding of Christ by perceiving more deeply or vividly His holiness or love, or by relating His holiness to His love in ways we had not considered before. This learning by seeing the old in new ways is far more common than learning by being introduced to completely new concepts, such as when one is first introduced to the concept of the Trinity. That is, most learning about the Trinity is not in its introduction as a new concept but in trying to understand the meaning of the Trinity and how that meaning changes our view of God. In other words, most often Christians learn by seeing a familiar concept from new vantage points.
Most learning in the history of Christian thought has been the same. It has involved elucidating and unraveling the implications of the original blinding revelation of God in Christ. Sure, there have been moments of receiving wholly new concepts that interpret that revelation, such as the atonement, but far more of the learning has involved slow and patient understanding of what the basic concepts mean. That understanding has unfolded along many different lines, but I would suggest three typical ways in which new understanding or insight comes: placing a new emphasis on a part of the revelation of Christ so that revelation as a whole takes on new light; seeing an old concept, which has previously helped us understand Christ from a new perspective; and developing ideas further by way of new application, relationship or implication.
The first way of seeing old ideas in new light has been to shift emphasis. According to Harvard historian Edmund Morgan:
Change in Christian thought, even so radical a change as the Reformation, has usually been a matter of emphasis, of giving certain ideas a greater weight than was previously accorded them or of carrying one idea to its logical conclusion at the expense of another. In this way one age slides into the next, and an intellectual revolution may be achieved by the expression of ideas that everyone had always professed to accept.10

Thus Luther changed the theological agenda of Christendom not by introducing a wholly new concept of justification but by placing new emphasis on selected strands within the Augustinian tradition.11 Justification by grace through faith was not foreign to the Christian tradition before Luther, but when Luther placed paramount emphasis on the idea and situated it at the center of Christian faith, all the rest of what had been revealed looked new and different. Both Luther and Calvin are known for what has been unjustly called the “invention” of preaching merely because they placed new emphasis on a neglected tradition in Christian churches. Similarly, I will argue that Islam’s emphasis on submission to God can help evangelicals correct a misplaced emphasis on self-determination. And the Confucian tradition’s determination to do what is right regardless of circumstances can help evangelicals regain a proper emphasis on Christian discipleship. In both cases real learning is possible.
John Henry Newman said that great ideas have many aspects.12 By this he meant that history’s truly great ideas have many dimensions; the ideas are so rich in meaning that no one view or aspect can even begin to exhaust the content of the idea. This is the second way in which we can learn—by seeing a familiar idea from a new aspect or vantage point.
Certainly Christ is history’s greatest idea.13 It would not be too much to say that the idea of Christ is infinitely rich in meaning since in Christ “all things hold together” and in Him are hid “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col 1:17; 2:3). This must mean, at least, that all of reality is somehow comprehended in and by Christ. Hence there is an infinite number of aspects or vantage points from which to see the idea of Christ, each of which will show something new and unique about what it means for God to be in Christ. This also means that as a church we may have only begun the journey of understanding Christ—that there may be far more to Christ that the church will learn as it reflects on Scripture and tradition—and perhaps other religions—with the help of the Holy Spirit.
As often as not, new aspects or perspectives on the meaning of Christ come from looking at Christ through the lens of another tradition—to the degree that that is possible. For example, in chapter five I will examine how Thomas Aquinas gained new insights into the meaning of Christ by looking through Aristotelian tradition. In chapter six I propose that looking through the window of Buddhist analysis of desire as a compulsive clinging of the ego helps us understand more clearly what Paul meant by the fallen self and what Luther meant by the self curvatus in se (curved in upon itself).
A third way we learn is through developing a concept by teasing out its implications or relating it to other concepts. Revelation, Newman wrote, is not a revealed system but a concatenation of detached and incomplete truths belonging to a vast system never fully revealed in history.14 In eternity all Christian doctrines will fit together, but now, in time, many of the connections remain mysterious. The history of theology is a history of slowly drawing more and more connections; one of the earliest, for instance, was the development of Trinitarian doctrine in the first few centuries after the completion of the New Testament. After several centuries of struggle, the church finally connected God’s oneness with the three Persons revealed in Scripture in a way that made both theological and doxological sense. This was a drawing out into explicit doctrine what was implicit in the testimony of Scripture.
This drawing out started even within the history of revelation in the Bible. When Hosea and the other prophets proclaimed that God wanted not sacrifice but mercy, they were making explicit what was implicit in the Pentateuch. Paul, Peter and John seem to have derived a lion’s share of their insights, under the inspiration of the Spirit, by reflecting on what Jesus had taught in germ form in His miracles, parables, replies and censures.15 In the second half of this book I explore how we can learn from other religions by following similar patterns. Muslim boldness in the public square, for example, can help evangelicals see how faith and action can relate in ways not previously seen. Just as Aquinas used Aristotle to develop the concept of analogy that is only implicit in Scripture, by studying Daoist wu-wei evangelicals can learn about the implications of biblical injunctions to wait on God. Other traditions, then, can help us make explicit what is only implicit in our present understanding of Christ. This is a kind of learning that sees not entirely new doctrines (although that is theoretically possible) but old doctrines and concepts in new ways.
One caveat on learning from similar ideas in other religions: we can never see the ideas as other religions see them. Each idea is colored and shaped by the framework in which it fits, and the whole framework grows out of a different set of loves and hatreds (or “affections,” as Jonathan Edwards called them).16 Since each idea is properly seen only within the context of the framework in which it fits, and we can never properly see that framework unless we share the affections of those religionists who love that framework, we will never see the idea or piece as they see it. So I can never understand wu-wei as Daoists understand it. It is clearly seen only by those who see the Dao as final reality—a conviction and vision that I do not and cannot share. Nevertheless, I can learn enough from the concept—however imperfectly I understand it—to help me see new things about God’s revelation in Christ.
Furthermore, when evangelicals use ideas from other traditions to better interpret God in Christ, they will inevitably change the shape of those ideas by fitting them into their Christian framework. That is the nature of all human understanding; because it looks through its own perspective, what it sees is colored and partly shaped by that perspective. Therefore, when evangelicals learn from ideas in other traditions, the learning that emerges will have a distinctly (evangelical) Christian contour and flavor. So when I learn from Daoist wu-wei, my interpretation of it is shaped by my Christian framework, and the way that I use it to change a bit of my Christian framework is still distinctly Christian. But this does not change the fact that I have nevertheless learned something new from my encounter with Daoist wu-wei. My understanding of wu-wei is limited by my Christian affections and perspective, and my use of it will be distinctly Christian, but I can still say that I now see my union with Christ differently because of my encounter with Daoist wu-wei. I have learned.
So I agree with Augustine’s conviction that one cannot fully understand a religion unless one believes it: crede ut intelligas (believe so that you may understand). As I have suggested, this cuts both ways. On the one hand, it means that I do not have “inside” knowledge of Buddhism or Islam or any of the other non-Christian faiths I discuss, and so I miss something, perhaps much, of their internal dynamics. On the other hand, commitment to my Christian faith gives me a small measure of the mind of Christ on these other faiths, and so I am at the same time perhaps privy to insight into them that their own devotees do not share. (I say “perhaps” because while I am sure that Christian revelation offers insight into other religions, I am less sure to what extent I have appropriated that insight.) So while my own commitments prevent me from seeing a large part of the inner dynamics of another faith, I may also be able to understand something of that faith that its own devotees do not.
I approach this topic with, I hope, requisite humility. That is, I need to acknowledge that I have not read the non-Christian sacred texts in their original languages, and we all know that much is lost in translation. Nor have I traveled extensively to see these religions in their “thick” descriptions, as Geertz has put it.17 But I have studied and taught these texts and traditions for some years, have traveled to the Middle East to study Islam, and have discussed these issues with friends who are devotees of the religions I discuss in this book.
There are several dangers involved in studying the faiths of others. Christian students may be tempted to water down or compromise their own Christian truth in an attempt to make themselves more acceptable to those who do not share their convictions. They may flirt with commitment to another faith and wind up committed neither to Jesus nor to the new tradition, in the mistaken impression that they must suspend their own commitments in order to understand the commitments of others. They do not realize that, for one thing, there is no such thing as a person without any commitment. When we drop commitment to one tradition, we inevitably assume commitment to another (which may be our own self-concocted tradition). The Enlightenment assumption that we can be neutral observers in regarding religions is one of the great myths of modernity. Those who endeavor to seek understanding without commitment also fail to understand that commitment is necessary for the deepest understandings. While commitment to Jesus precludes commitment to the finality of other faiths, it does not rule out acceptance of the truths that other faiths may contain. It also opens one up to insight into the reality that other faiths attempt to assess.
Another danger is that the very young in faith will explore other traditions in depth while their knowledge of their own faith is shallow. The result may be spiritual confusion in which nothing is clear and everything seems relatively true. This is something like an immigrant coming to America and trying to learn English and two other languages at the same time. It would be far better to concentrate on English and achieve some competence in that language before trying to learn additional languages. For this reason I would encourage new believers to get grounded in Christ and His revelation in Scripture before they start exploring all the intricacies of other exotic religions. But for those who are moderately grounded in Christ and beginning to wonder how Christ relates to other religions, this may be a good place to begin.18
Finally, a word about my words for God. In an appendix at the end of the book, I explain both why I use masculine pronouns for God and why I capitalize them. Readers who have trouble with that practice may want to turn to the appendix before they begin reading chapter one.



1
Evangelicals
& the
World Religions
ONE OF THE BOONS OF POSTMODERNISM IS THAT NOW EVANGELIcals are on a level playing field. No longer can nonevangelical scholars claim that while their work is conducted with cool objectivity, evangelical scholarship is fundamentally different because it operates with “hot” presuppositions.1 If the postmoderns have taught us anything, it is that all scholarship is “hot”—which means “interested” in the Marxist sense. Every scholar—for that matter, every human being—looks at the world through lenses shaped by that person’s history and situation. The scholar who claims to be free from all prejudice and tradition is naive or dishonest. There is no scholar whose presuppositions do not influence the way he or she sees, and indeed what he or she sees.2 If there is a universal norm of reasonableness, there is no human access to it.3
Hence the claim of those still operating by Enlightenment presuppositions, that their knowledge is objective because they determine to separate faith from their research, while that of others—particularly evangelicals—is utterly subjective because they permit faith to influence their work, now seems silly. It calls to mind the observation made by philosopher of science Paul Feyerabend that “there is hardly any difference between the members of a primitive tribe who defend their laws because they are the laws of the gods. . . and a rationalist who appeals to objective standards, except that the former know what they are doing while the latter does not.”4 In more philosophical language, frameworks of rationality are not universal but are socially and historically located.
Therefore, it does not necessarily detract from the objectivity5 of this book to say that I will look at the question of revelation in the religions from an evangelical perspective. It does mean that my interpretation and conclusions will probably differ from someone who uses a nonevangelical or non-Christian perspective. But it does not mean that my reasoning will necessarily be less fair or more perspectival.
The above statement, of course, begs a further question. What do I mean by evangelical? Like love and religion, it is notoriously difficult to define. There seem to be as many definitions as there are people who use the word. To cite just a few, Dan Rather (who is not an evangelical but like many in the media typically conflates evangelical and fundamentalist) would understand it differently from the way it is understood by Jerry Falwell or Jimmy Carter, both of whom claim to be evangelicals but use the word in markedly different ways.
Part of the problem is that there are so many different kinds of evangelicals. For example, there are very conservative evangelicals who jealously guard a literalist version of biblical inerrancy and tend to be polemical and separatist (from liberals and other evangelicals); they are difficult to distinguish from those I will define later in this chapter as fundamentalists. There are other inerrantists, however, like many who work in the Evangelical Theological Society, who are engaged in creative scholarship and dialogue with communities well outside their own. Then there are those whom Gabriel Fackre calls “old evangelicals,” for whom religious experience takes priority over all else; they emphasize the experience of regeneration and mass evangelism. There are also the “neoevangelicals,” for whom the gospel’s social implications and apologetic persuasiveness are most important. Other groups include the “justice and peace” evangelicals, who oppose the Religious Right (made up largely of politically conservative evangelicals) and espouse a “radical political agenda associated with Anabaptist roots in the sixteenth century,” and “charismatic evangelicals,” who champion the work of the Holy Spirit in tongues, healing and exuberant worship. “Ecumenical evangelicals” are commonly found in the mainline denominations; they make common cause with nonevangelicals in those churches on social concerns and the historic creeds and liturgies.6 And there are still other kinds—many of which are eclectic combinations of disparate elements from the above six groups. After surveying the large panorama of groups calling themselves evangelical, it becomes apparent that evangelicalism resembles not so much an assortment of groups as a long continuum, with a wide range of differing positions varying from one another on a host of issues.
So how can one make sense of the word? It is clear that I cannot speak for all evangelicals. Nor would I want to. But I can and will speak for a position that I think is both historically and theologically grounded in broad streams of evangelicalism. It also draws from classical Christian sources both before and outside the relatively recent historical phenomenon known as evangelicalism, but many of its most distinctive emphases derive from thinkers and movements that have been characterized as evangelical.
I will proceed both historically and theologically. That is, I will provide something of a historical definition by examining the highlights of three centuries of evangelical history. Then I will stipulate a theological definition by suggesting what I take to be the best of the evangelical tradition. Others will no doubt differ with me over what is the best, and theirs may be as well grounded or better grounded than mine. I will argue simply that the way I define the word is grounded in evangelical principles. That is, this is not the only definition of evangelicalism that can be grounded both in evangelical history and theology, but it is the one that I will presuppose when using the word evangelical in this book.
Articulating my definition of the word will also enable my readers to determine whether I am truly an evangelical. Some may wonder after finishing the book, for some of my proposals travel beyond what most evangelicals have said in the past about the world religions. Staking out my understanding of the word will also help readers determine if the proposals suggested in the remainder of the book are consistent with the definition stipulated in this chapter.
Historical Highlights
The word evangelical is derived from the Greek noun euangelion, which means “glad tidings,” “good news” or “gospel,” the last of which goes back to an Old English word for “God talk.”7 Three times the New Testament says that someone who proclaims the gospel of Christ dying for our sins is an euangelistēs (evangelist).8 There are signs of what could be called an evangelical spirit9 throughout church history, from the early church and its fathers through Augustine, Ambrose, Bernard of Clairvaux, Thomas Aquinas and Blaise Pascal to the Reformation precursors John Wycliffe, Jan Hus and Girolamo Savonarola. But the word was first used of Catholic writers who early in the sixteenth century tried to revert to more biblical beliefs and practices than were current in the late medieval church. Then at the Reformation the name was given to Lutherans who focused on the doctrine of justification by grace through faith and who sought to renew the church based on what they found in Scripture.10
The more recent roots of today’s movement lie in the trans-Atlantic revivals of the 1730s and 1740s, led by Jonathan Edwards, John Wesley and George Whitefield, who highlighted the authority of Scripture, the work of Christ in salvation and the New Birth. This movement was shaped by the Puritan legacy of preaching and conversion, but it stressed more emphatically the sense of assurance of salvation. It was also molded in part by Pietism, which emphasized warmth of feeling, sometimes at the expense of doctrine, and by Enlightenment modes of thinking, which appealed to the authority of John Locke and used his method of testing opinions by experience.
These Enlightenment influences were strengthened during the high tide of common-sense philosophy in the nineteenth century, a philosophy that promised the unerring value of intuition. While Edwards had insisted that fallen reason can never know the majesty of God, Charles Hodge suggested that to know the words of Scripture was to know the realities to which the words pointed.11 In this century Carl Henry has put more emphasis on the intellectual principles one can derive from Scripture than on the biblical narratives, a pattern that Hans Frei has identified as characteristic of the Enlightenment mentality.12
Today’s evangelicalism emerged as a self-conscious reaction against fundamentalism, which began shortly after 1910 as a series of pamphlets making reasoned arguments against Protestant liberalism but then degenerated into a reactionary “oppositionalism” that lost its link with the historic creeds of the church and tended to ignore the social demands of the gospel. As one scholar has described it, it was “too otherworldly,” “anti-intellectual,” legalistic, moralistic and anti-ecumenical.13
The deliberate use of the term evangelical in this century dates to the formation in 1942 of the National Association of Evangelicals, which was a careful attempt to distinguish evangelicalism from fundamentalism. In contrast to the fundamentalist separation from modern culture, the “new evangelicals” (led by E. J. Carnell, Harold Ockenga, Carl Henry and Billy Graham) were committed to engaging with culture in an attempt to transform it through the gospel.14
In the half century since, evangelicals have become prominent players on the American landscape.15 They have gained political clout and numerical strength. Recent studies suggest that “evangelicals now constitute the largest and most active component of religious life in America.” A 1992 survey identified 25.7 percent of the population as “white evangelicals” and another 7.8 percent as “black Protestants,” most of whom could be classified as evangelicals.16 Evangelical theology has matured at the same time that many evangelicals have concentrated on peripheral matters (such as the rapture and other questionable eschatological details) and equated the logical conclusions of dogma with dogma itself (particular formulations of biblical inerrancy, double predestination, the second blessing and the millennium).

Theological Definition
Although Karl Barth is not an evangelical in the American or British sense of the word, his definition of the word aptly summarizes what I consider to be the best work in evangelical theology today: “Evangelical means informed by the gospel of Jesus Christ, as heard afresh in the 16th-century Reformation by a direct return to Holy Scripture.”17 Many scholars have attempted to delineate in more detail what evangelical theology is about, but Alister McGrath’s six “fundamental convictions” seem to capture the most important distinctives.18
1. The majesty of Jesus Christ, both as incarnate God and Lord and as Savior of sinful humanity. Evangelical theology is radically Christ-centered, which has three implications. First, we know God only through Christ. As the apostle John wrote, “Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known” (Jn 1:17-18 NRSV). There is knowledge of God the Creator (Calvin’s helpful phrase) in the creation, but all that knowledge is distorted until one’s perspective is clarified by knowledge of God the Redeemer (Christ).
Second, we are saved by Christ’s life, death and resurrection. Apart from the cross, there is no salvation, which means that all theology must start with the cross. Hence at the center of the Christian faith is the work of God in Christ, Who chose us before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:4) before we could even begin to think about choosing Him. For this reason I think the “reformist” wing of evangelical theology goes astray when it declares that the “enduring essence of Christianity is a work of God in the life of the human person, variously called conversion, regeneration, or being born again.”19 This is dangerously humanocentric, particularly when reformists further assert that “doctrines are never as central as the experience of meeting God.”20 This last statement may reflect an important admonition that we are not saved by our theology, but it can also suggest that our religious experience is more decisive than what God has done in Christ. In addition, it can lead to a perilous subjectivism, the sort that led Schleiermacher to derive faith from experience rather than from the biblical revelation of Christ. It demonstrates that evangelical theology needs to learn both from the Reformation’s emphasis on the primacy of Scripture and justification by grace through faith, and from the Trinitarian and christological consensus of the early church.21
Third, belief that the cross is central means that we need the cross because of our fallenness. Evangelicals believe that no dimension of our lives is free from sin. Sin is not just inherent weakness or ignorance but also positive rebellion against God’s law; it is moral and spiritual blindness and bondage to powers beyond our control. Its manifestations are pride, lust for power, sensuousness, selfishness, fear and disdain for spiritual things. The propensity to sin is present from birth; its power cannot be broken by human effort, and the ultimate result is separation from God.
2. The lordship of the Holy Spirit, Who is necessary for the application of the presence and work of Christ. Like many other Christians, evangelicals have tended to neglect the third member of the Trinity, despite the emphasis given to the Spirit by Calvin and Edwards, and the Puritans’ insistence on the role of the Holy Spirit in regeneration. Recently, however, evangelical theologians have begun to give more systematic attention to the third Person of the Trinity.22
3. The supreme authority of Scripture. By this, evangelicals mean that they regard the biblical canon as the most determinative source of knowledge of God and as a guide to Christian living. The Bible is not the limit of reading or the only source of this knowledge, but it is the evangelical’s center of gravity. Rather than restricting us to a narrow range of knowledge or experience, acknowledging the authority of Scripture is liberating because it frees us from the slavish demand that we follow every cultural trend and provides a framework with which we can evaluate those trends. It claims that God has chosen to reveal Himself through Scripture; therefore, to submit to biblical authority is to receive God as God has chosen to be known, not as we would like God to be.
The best of evangelical theology believes that the language of Scripture is culturally conditioned but that through it God has nevertheless conveyed the eternal, unconditioned Word. It also teaches that Scripture is to be interpreted with the help of reason and the best tools of scholarship; attention is to be paid to the genre of a biblical passage, so that, for example, poetry is to be read as poetry and not as a set of scientific propositions. And finally, we should read the Bible for ourselves, not by ourselves. Luther and Calvin never meant private interpretation of Scripture to be elevated over the consensus of the Christian community, which includes the historic creeds and great theologies of the last two thousand years.
This is not bibliolatry, for Christianity is the religion not of a book but of a person. Luther said that Scripture is but the manger and swaddling clothes in which Christ is laid and that all the Bible points to Christ. This means that any interpretation of Scripture that does not relate understanding of God to the God revealed in Christ falls short. It also means that any talk of God that does not focus finally on Christ is finally unchristian.23
Since the heart of Scripture is Christ and God’s preparation of a people for the Christ, theology should pay preeminent attention to the narratives about Jesus and God’s people. Unfortunately, some evangelical theologians after Jonathan Edwards (such as B. B. Warfield, Charles Hodge and Carl Henry) have marginalized the narrative character of Scripture and tended to reduce Scripture to a set of principles or concepts.24 Recently, however, evangelical theologians have begun to reorient their theology around narrative, a reorientation that naturally follows from the recognition that the God of Scripture is a God of history, the narrative of Whose history is found in Holy Scripture.25
4. The need for personal conversion. Because of the Puritan and Pietist legacies from which Edwards, Whitefield and Wesley learned, evangelicals have placed more emphasis on conversion than have most other Christians. This does not require an emotional experience or even that one remember an initial commitment to Christ. Some Christians can never remember a time when they did not trust Christ. It does require personal repentance and trust in the person and work of Christ—not simply intellectual acceptance of Christian doctrine.26
5. The priority of evangelism for both individuals and the church as a whole. The fundamental motivation for evangelism, as McGrath has pointed out, is generosity—the desire to share the great news of salvation with others.27 Evangelicalism is not our message but Christ’s proclamation to His world that He is its creator, redeemer and lord.
6. The importance of Christian community for spiritual nourishment, fellowship and growth. Evangelicals have often tended to be individualistic, ignoring the community when it was convenient. But the evangelical tradition, particularly in its Reformation and eighteenth-century roots, has usually insisted on the indispensability of the Christian community for spiritual maturity. This is critical for hermeneutics, as I pointed out above in the discussion of Scripture. The Holy Spirit has been active in the church from the beginning, continually and progressively unfolding the truth of the Word. To read Scripture properly, therefore, means listening to what the Spirit has told the church throughout the ages. As J. I. Packer puts it, “To treat the principle of biblical authority as a prohibition against reading and learning from the book of church history is not an evangelical, but an anabaptist mistake.”28 Tradition is a history of discipleship, which means that we will grow spiritually only as we listen to others in the community of believers, which extends back through the ages. As evangelicals we are free to enjoy the Lutheran doctrine of the priesthood of every believer, reading and interpreting the Bible for ourselves. But woe unto us if we ignore the riches of wisdom available to us in tradition, which will protect us from the errors and superficiality that result from reading the Bible by ourselves.
Every one of the above six distinctives is shared by most
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