     A version of this paper was originally offered at a national conference of church leaders associated with one subset of (a cappella) Churches of Christ.    While in this paper I am making proposals to my particular subset of Churches, the issues I raise with our wider tradition may be of interest to some Disciples and Independents.
       I wish to thank Joe Jones and Ron Allen for expressing interest in this paper.  Their kindness, encouragement and learning have blessed me repeatedly.
A Scandalous Particularity:
Theological Reflection and the Future of “Our” Churches
       The early Stone-Campbell tradition bequeathed a concern for Christian unity that has called followers of Christ to identify first with Jesus and then all of God’s people.  Denominating or identifying with any given group of Christians has often been thought inherently sectarian.  For instance the Springfield Presbytery famously attempted to annihilate its own distinctiveness in what can be described as a near-Gnostic attempt to melt into “the Body of Christ at large.”  Today, even the more conservative streams of the tradition have come to question anyone’s ability to thus transcend their own located-ness.   One author puts it this way.    

        “…our American founder[s] crashed into the obvious reality that all Christians learn of Jesus and   

         serve him in a particular, historical setting…While we treasure our identity as members of the Church 

         universal, the simple act of regularly worshiping, studying, and breaking bread with a certain band of 

         disciples will link us undeniably to that particular group of believers. We will be a part of them 

         whether our idealistic rhetoric admits it or not…The church…will always reflect this scandalous 

         particularity.”

         It is becoming increasingly evident among the conservative wings of the Stone-Campbell tradition that our ecclesial distinctiveness has its parallel in the nature of scripture. The Bible is full of particular writers addressing particular needs and thus shaping the gospel message in ways that fit certain contexts and not others.  If much of scripture itself is in this way historically contingent, then we should expect the church to reflect that same historical contingency and diversity.        
       Even beyond this, some of us believe our ecclesial particularity can be rooted in the incarnation—in the scandalously particular revelation of God in the first-century, single, Jewish, male, Jesus of Nazareth.   Revelation always comes to us in a strange historical setting that does not easily translate into our own. Put another way, the universal truth which we confess in Jesus always comes to us in a context-variant package. As Gene Shelburne has recently written,    “In order to save us, [Christ] had to empty himself of his heavenly identity [his transcendent universality] and accept the scandalous humility of becoming an individual human.”
  Whether we consider early Jewish legalism’s tendency to make Jesus’ Jewishness universally normative or the later church’s attempt to hide that same Jewishness, we should be able to recognize the problems that attend doing away with Jesus’ concrete particularity.  Generally the church has not regarded Jesus’ singleness or his male gender as normative, though such aberrant impulses do arise.  Except for rare forms of primitivism, first-century aspects of the Jesus who was greeted with the holy kiss and who washed feet as an act of hospitality are routinely dismissed as historically contingent. 
         The point, of course, is that since Jesus had to take upon himself a particular identity which was not universally normative, it is both inevitable and necessary that his finite followers will do so as well.   Stone-Campbell Christians can value their ecumenical heritage while acknowledging a mixed bag of distinctive and even idiosyncratic practices that characterize our tribe. We can own our uniqueness without allowing it to become divisive or idolatrous. Not only is it possible—it is unavoidably necessary for us to own special denominational relationships with some of God’s people without disowning the rest of the church.    
    There is, then, a growing awareness of how the church inevitably must live its life within a particular historic, cultural and linguistic context. In the remainder of this paper I want to sketch what I believe are some of the adverse consequences of the Stone-Campbell Movement’s tendency to ignore this “scandalous particularity” of Biblical texts, Jesus, and the church.  And in so doing I hope to make three proposals as we contemplate the future of the Movement and its place in the wider church.
Beyond the Bible Only:   Learning to Own the Theological Task

         The Reformation principle of Sola Scriptura provided a way for the church to reclaim parts of the Christian tradition over and against the oppressive structures of Rome.  The apostolic deposit as it was preserved in the canonical collection regained its prophetic power to correct the church in an age where the powerful had become accustomed to simply appealing to established ecclesial practice as justification for itself.  Thomas Campbell, thus, inherited in some ways a beneficial notion from the Calvinist Reformation that the New Testament alone was a “perfect constitution” for the church.  No special ecclesial bodies were necessary to safeguard interpretation so that the church acknowledged scripture’s ongoing ability to shape its life.  Later developments and councils of the church were rejected in a characteristically Renaissance effort to recapture the primitive wisdom contained in the ancient texts alone.  

        However, without a magisterium and without the ecclesial traditions which had always governed interpretation, early Protestant Scholasticism felt the need to formally coach the unrestrained reading of an untrained priesthood of all believers.  Extensive confessions of faith were adopted and traditions of interpretation formalized.  So, in the Declaration and Address Thomas Campbell was using the Reformation’s own revolutionary language against itself.  He was complaining that creedal confessions had again in practice become the real norms –the very means by which people access Scripture.

        Of course they were… for they always are! Scripture is always read in light of some history of interpretation. It is approached with an authoritative, functional creed even when all formal creeds and ecclesial traditions are renounced in favor of “scripture alone.” These functional creeds always articulate the center of discourse and proscribe the boundaries of community.  This is a fact I believe Thomas Campbell, like many evangelicals still, did not fully appreciate when he said the New Testament was a “perfect constitution” for the church.
     

       Without getting too bogged down in what Campbell meant by calling the New Testament a “constitution,” let’s just observe that this extra-biblical metaphor has coached Churches of Christ to look for one universally applicable set of church procedures in the New Testament.  Such an approach systematically screens out diversity and obscures the fact that in the New Testament there are multiple polities fitting the maddening particularities of different first century contexts.

        Not only has this “bible only” approach to scripture ignored the Bible’s historical contingency, it ignores our own.  Illustrative of this aspect of the problem is Alexander Campbell’s insistence on “pure speech”—speech that is limited to the text of the Bible alone.  One consequence of this insistence is that theological language among us has generally been construed as speculation—the language “of Ashdod”-- that elaborates and goes beyond the biblical text.  But all this obscures the fact that theology is the means by which we read the text in the first place.  Theology precedes exegesis!  Biblical words are always understood through the existing theological “grammar” which is what in fact always shapes churches.
  

        Today we hear echoes of Stone’s insistence that “speculative theology” tends to ice over the heart and steer the believer away from “vital piety” and “experimental religion.” But Stone could not escape the particularity of the biblical texts or his own context.  There is no utterly “free recourse to the Bible.”
  Nobody approaches Scripture “untrammeled by the systems of men.” As Robert Marshall and J. Thompson noted not long after the Last Will and Testament, “the Christians” were just as enmeshed in a new (particular) “system as any were in an old one.” 
  

       Without denying that there are such things as “cold formalism” and overly simplified dogma, we need to acknowledge that any Christian reflection is trying to make sense out of the world and as such is always systematizing.  Our presuppositions have not disappeared simply because we for the time being prefer narrative to the legal, prophetic and wisdom traditions.  The emerging church movement may be “suspicious of systematic theology,” but everyone within the emerging church has one.  It may be an eclectic theology that has learned to listen to the diversity of the canon and the wider church tradition; it may be one that aspires to form tolerance and nourish an ecumenical emphasis, but we in the Stone-Campbell Movement ought to be able to spot non-theological theology as easily as we are coming to recognize our own non-creed creeds, non-clergy clergy, and non-denominational denominationalism. It is all the same denial of our own given particularity.   The solution to intolerance in the midst of diversity (both in the New Testament and among us) is more—not less-- attention to the systematic theological task.  

Beyond Jesus Only:  Learning to Own the Confessional Task 

      Also illustrative of our denying our particularity is the phrase popularized by Isaac Errett, “no creed but Christ.”   The problem with this phrase is that it suggests that Jesus can be immediately apprehended apart from a particular set of theological beliefs and practices.  It naively assumes that the linguistic act of simply saying “Jesus” (or reading Jesus in Biblical texts) has meaning apart from any extended creedal beliefs.   
      Of course, at one level many of us feel a certain resonance with what Errett was attempting to communicate.  The remnant of my particular Restoration tribe, like our early Restoration forebears, grew up in a church setting where the threat of division lurked at every procedural turn. And so (while I don’t at all think it would please Errett) folks across the denominational spectrum are tempted by church marketers who say we have “no doctrines, just Jesus.” But of course, we cannot know who Jesus is at all without a rich set of discourses about him.  

       It is often said that the leaders of the Restoration Movement were not against creedal doctrines per se, but against making man-made standards tests of fellowship. This ignores that even the most ecumenical among us have de-facto doctrinal/creedal tests of fellowship.  And the Movement continues to resist collectively gaining clarity about the nature of the central confession out of the conviction that “man-made creeds” are a chief source of division in Christianity.  

        But is it at all fair to suggest the rule of faith Paul gave the Galatians was merely man-made? (Gal 6:16)   Is the faith which Jude says was “once and for all delivered” long before the completion of the New Testament man-made?  Was “the pattern” to judge life and do ethics which the Romans had received and which Paul gave to the Philippians and to Timothy man-made? (Romans 6:17, Phil 3:17, 2 Tim 1:13)  Equating God’s word with the entire Bible has led to the assumption that any creedal formulation of the “good deposit” is a human imposition forced onto the Bible at some later date.  But in point of fact, it was the creed—the central Christian message—the word of God-- which created the church from the very beginning. The Bible repeatedly gives this creedal material the priority in doing Christian reflection.  While it is true that the central “rule of faith” has to be humanly reformulated just as the Bible has to be humanly exegeted, the creed is emphatically of the earliest, divine origin.
  It, rather than the entire Bible, is the Word of God which conveys to us the presence of the risen Christ and as such is the ultimate authority for the church. The New Testament appeals to “the faith”—not primarily to scripture itself-- as the authoritative norm for the church’s reflection.  That’s the reason the church of the first four centuries had deep and rich theological reflection even without a fixed canon of scripture.

        This refusal to seriously unpack the meaning of the “good confession” and carefully and collectively describe the contents of the “good deposit” (2 Tim 1:14) has had catastrophic consequences. Some Disciples, who since Isaac Errett have claimed to have “no creed but Christ,” have ********ed that they now lack a theological center or any self-definition at all.  Gradually, Walter Scott’s golden oracle—God’s confession that “Jesus is the Christ--” lost much of its meaning when such a confession was divorced from its extended syntax in Jewish end-time expectation.  Thus, in some places the confession that Jesus is the Christ has become a cipher into which almost any theological content may be poured.
           
       Meanwhile, among the conservative wings of the Movement, the centrality of the good confession was lost in an effort to reduplicate first century patterns of polity and practice. Insisting that they had no creed but the Bible, Churches of Christ lacked a theological center from which they could prioritize biblical claims.  Almost anything could become a divisive issue presumably of saving importance.        

       While Disciples have recognized the historically conditioned nature of the New Testament, the entire confession is in danger of being overwhelmed by this historicism.  Conservatives, refusing to squarely wrestle with historical contingency, have ended up dividing over culturally contingent minutia. Clearly both everything and nothing can become heresy when the Bible is not read in light of the central content of the faith which the New Testament often calls the Word of God.  So it is with some urgency that I ask us to consider collectively unpacking in some consensus fashion what the Word of God is in Luke, in John, in Paul, and in the diverse parts of the collection. It may be well that we have not opted to give the faith any one definitive creedal formulation. However, a manifesto about the length of the Declaration and Address articulating the central norms of Christian reflection would enable our churches to reason from the center, prioritize biblical claims, and adequately draw the boundaries of Christian communion in an appropriately ecumenical fashion.
Beyond Christians Only:   Open to a Wider Ecclesial Significance

         It is laudable to affirm that we are “not the only Christians,” but to the extent we think we can be “Christians only” we are just denying our given particularity.  Nobody mistakes my particular brand of Churches of Christ as a generic brand of anything.    My odd tribe consistently defies existing categories of analysis.  But it is in finally recognizing our peculiarity that we finally may have something to offer the wider church.
        For if what I am saying is right, the Springfield Presbytery got it wrong.  Nobody ever really “sinks into the body of Christ at large.”  The Springfield Presbytery didn’t.  And neither will my dying subset of Restoration churches.  The signs suggest that my historic tribe will not be able to maintain a cohesive existence over the next generation unless there is some new viable reason to do so. But that does not mean my tribe will gradually die into a perfect, other-worldly ecumenism.  If we think we have no compelling reason to sustain our special denominational relationship, then our people will likely reintegrate into a variety of existing traditions that very generally are either market-driven, or which typically admit that they, too, are going through different identity crises.   

          But I wonder what would happen if we owned our responsibility for doing theological reflection and if we took on the challenge of collectively articulating the central confession of the faith whether we might not ******** some treasures in our continued collectivity.  
          Most Churches of Christ would rather fuss about ecclesiology than discuss who Jesus is.  But many have begun to place Christology back on the front burner with many of my particular mentors in my immediate tradition.  Conservative Christians usually do not have a full-fledged ecumenical concern, but such a concern has long been developing.  Free-church Protestants need our collective witness to a formative Church family-system and a rich sacramental life. And some are beginning to understand better than we do what our own forebears believed.  Evangelicals do not typically see diversity in the New Testament, but numbers of them now do, and they are looking for a church tradition that understands the New Testament is context-dependent and which theologizes from a vital, orthodox, center.  Neo-Orthodoxy and reform movements within main-line Protestantism have yet to even begin to grapple with the likes of us.  And I don’t think it is necessarily an arrogance to think they should get the opportunity.
  Frankly, I think North American Christianity is ready for an incarnational, confessional, ecumenical, sacramental, informal and adaptable free-church tradition that deliberately defies current denominational lines.  

           Rather than breaking up unintentionally into many different groups, I am suggesting that the churches traditionally connected with my heritage intentionally set out courting new relationships, attempting to save our traditional network, even as it is subsumed into a much larger whole.  I propose that we throw what is left of our collective infrastructure into national, regional and local efforts that attempt to build special covenantal relationships among people who share the kinds of emphases roughly outlined above.  Essentially what we would be doing is providing a locus where folks can acknowledge the theological realignment which is already forming.  Perhaps it would be another scandalous thing that God might use such a marginal group, traditionally opposed to acknowledging any or our distinctiveness, to help accomplish this.    
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