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It can be said that while it is true that communities living in different contexts and at different times tend to read the Scripture differently, a proper theological method should not be affected by culture.  The heart of this statement must certainly lie in an appreciation of God’s revelation and a desire to properly seek an understanding of God’s work in the world; however, in reality this statement does not take into account the dynamic nature of epistemology and its affect on theological method.  A more appropriate and accurate understanding of scripture and theological method must be grasped.  This paper will argue that scripture (defined as the story of God's work in creation) must be understood in the context of community.  The result is inevitably a changing theological method, but a narrative trajectory that remains the same.  This conclusion is drawn from an understanding of theological history, epistemology, and an appreciation of postmodern thought.  Specifically this conclusion is rooted in a post-foundationalist worldview that emphasizes the importance of interpretive communities. 

Theological Method

In order to accurately pursue an understanding of the dynamic nature of theological method, it is necessary to set forth a proper understanding of theology.  According to Stanley Grenz and Roger Olson, “Christian theology is reflecting on and articulating the God-centered life and beliefs that Christians share as followers of Jesus Christ, and it is done in order that God may be glorified in all Christians are and do.”
  Theological method then can be understood as the process of discovery and articulation that accompanies the development of a theology.  This includes epistemology, hermeneutics, and an understanding of ontology.  

History of Theological Method


  If one were to try to argue for a static theological method that was unaffected by culture, it would be nearly impossible to make a case when viewing theology in its historical context.  From the earliest creedal formations to the varieties of postmodern thought, no single theological method has clearly emerged as being definitively correct.  A student of theology does not even need to dig into the depths of theological inquiry to comprehend the fact that as humanity has experienced philosophical and epistemological shifts, so to has there been a shift in what is deemed as appropriate theological method.


Even if we only look at post-enlightenment thought, major changes in philosophy have altered the way theologians go about their work.  Take for instance just the epistemological shift from Rene Descartes to Immanuel Kant to W. V. O. Quine.  In the era of the enlightenment, Descartes postulated a foundationalist ideal that presents knowledge as “certain, culture- and tradition-free, universal and reflective of a reality that exists outside the mind.”
  One hundred and fifty years later, Kant offered a different understanding of knowledge that argued,  “knowledge of objective reality cannot be deduced from certain innate ideas of reason.”
  As such, he developed an epistemology based on a fact-value dichotomy that differentiated between the “world as it is” and the “world as it is perceived.”
  As the age of modernity ended, Quine presented yet another major shift; this one took philosophy away from foundationalism.  In this new epistemology, knowledge was not built like a building, but rather existed as a web with experience being its edges.  “In other words, concepts themselves have a history, and their meaning shifts under pressure of new discoveries and theoretical changes.”


Each of these philosophical shifts forced theologians to approach their understanding of God with new methods.  In light of this dynamic nature of knowledge and a constantly shifting theological method, it is encouraging to note that some threads of theology have remained relatively unchanged.  The most telling example from theological history comes in an understanding of Trinitarian theology.  Even as early as the Council of Nicea and the work of the Cappadocian Fathers, the importance of the trinity has been essential.
  As we progress into the 20th century, we find that this same importance is given to the Trinity by the likes of Karl Barth
 and Wolfhart Pannenberg.
  This timeless emphasis on Trinitarianism is essential to maintaining the necessary dichotomy between a theology that must change and one that must remain constant.  Grenz and Frank have dedicated an entire chapter of their book Beyond Fundamentalism to addressing the continuity of the trinity and its importance as we enter a postmodern context.
   This continuity across multiple millennium shows that while theological method may not remain static, elements of theology must.  In order to understand this relationship between an ever-changing theological method and the truths those methods explain, an understanding of postmodern epistemology must be established.

Postmodern Epistemology

Epistemological reflection is essential to grappling with changing theological methods.  Postmodern philosophy offers theologians an understanding of knowledge that explains the dynamics of today’s faith communities while offering an understanding of changing theological methods.  Put another way, a postmodern epistemology allows us to answer today’s questions without having to reject the answers of the great historical theologians.  Nancey Murphy adds this as she concludes her chapter on epistemological holism and theological method: 

Contributions to the Christian theological tradition must, by definition, take the Christian Scripture as authoritative, but in its application of those texts, it must pay attention to the contemporary context.  While the texts themselves are simply given, their interpretation will be affected by a variety of assumptions, including theological positions.



In essence, by understanding knowledge in terms of a web that is constantly but appropriately changing, theologians can refine their own method and conclusions about the nature of truth and scripture both in their current context as well as historically.

The basic premise of this paper is that ontological truth does exist, but that perceptions of that truth will always be situated.  Unlike some postmodern thinkers, Richard Rorty and Michael Polanyi for instance, who contend that truth is created,
 this paper contends that truth exists in and of itself, but that our understanding of truth will always be subjective and constructed.  Perhaps a metaphor will aid this discussion.

Think of a great oak tree that sits majestically on a hill.  Now imagine that artists from all angles are trying to create a representation of that tree.  All use different mediums, and take their own angle – some draw realistically while other draw abstractly.  Each of these people are depicting the same object, but undoubtedly each of their creations will look decidedly different from that of other artists.  Some drawings will look better than others, and some will be more accurate.  In the end, none will provide the complete picture with all the intricate details and subtle elements.  A postmodern understanding of truth can work in much the same way.  Ontological truth does exist, but as each generation and each person tries to articulate it, the best we can hope for is an adequate representation.  Some descriptions and epistemologies are more accurate than others, but all are seeking an understanding of truth as it exists.  This is not relativism as some have argued, but rather is confessional – postmodern theology acknowledges the inherit impossibility of completely and accurately describing truth.  This allowances permits theologians to describe their current understanding of truth while incorporating the work of previous thinkers.

It seems appropriate to refer to this refining of theological method in terms of the telos of epistemology.  This term is generally associated with eschatology and refers to the end goal with an implied notion of the movement toward that goal.  Thus, the telos of Christianity comes in the eschaton.  Likewise, epistemology should also be seen as moving toward a goal; in this case the goal is a more accurate understanding of ontological truth.  This movement toward an epistemological telos should be central to any theological methodology.

An appropriate theological method should engage the movement of epistemology toward a fuller understanding of truth while learning from and appreciating the direction theology is moving.  This direction can be best understood in the terms of the trajectory of Redemptive History.  That is to say, a modern theological method must produce results that are consistent with the overall movement of Christian thought in history.  In doing so, theology, epistemology and especially the Kingdom of God are constantly moving forward.

Narrative Theology 


In the introduction of this paper, scripture was defined as “God’s work in creation.”  Undoubtedly this definition is broad and leaves room for extensive debate – this is intentional.  By looking at the overall direction scripture takes its audience, a student of this revelation is better equipped to understand its implications as epistemologies shift.  This can be accomplished through the use of narrative theology, which, in brief, is an approach to scripture that focuses on the story and direction of the Bible and thus provides a macrocosmic understanding of scriptural revelation.  In describing his own theological method, Maarten Wisse argues “Christian theology’s use of the Bible should focus on a narrative presentation of the faith, rather than on the development of a metaphysical system which draws in fallible logical inferences from the data of Revelation.”
  He goes on to argue that a narrative approach actually offers stronger claims of truth than a propositional model.
  This stance provides an appropriate framework for understanding theological method in a postmodern age.  Even if the specifics of theology change in light of epistemological understandings, the course of God’s action in creation certainly stays the same.  What then is the best theological method in light of this postmodern context?  This paper will argue theology and scripture are best developed in interpretive communities and are best understood when viewed through a cultural-linguistic lens.

Interpretive Communities and Cultural Context


A look through theological history shows that just like philosophical thought, theological thought changes with culture and time period.  As discussed earlier, this can be attributed to a changing theological method, often in response to changing epistemologies.  How then is a student of theology to grapple with these differences?  It has already been argued that postmodern thought can provide an appropriate framework, but what about the specifics of constructing a theological method?  The work on interpretive communities by literary theorist Stanley Fish is of help.  As a proponent of reader-response criticism, Fish argues that texts gain their meaning from the communities that interpret them.
  When applied to Christian communities the result is an understanding of scripture and theology that acknowledges the vital role of interpretation that occurs after the writing.  Scott Bader-Saye explains “readers are formed in their modes of thought and reading practices by their interpretive communities...Thus, readers will agree on interpretations, or at least have a context for argument, if they share an interpretive community.”
  In the history of the church, this explains the consistency of thought within each culture and time period, but also the diversity of thought across culture.  Some have argued that Fish’s approach has no place in Christian theology and accuse the theory of being relativistic.  Instead, as Murphy contends, this approach “enables the reader or listener to reach correct understanding of the writer’s or speaker’s intention and of the intended reference.”
  Thus, an appropriate theological method will take into account the importance of interpretive communities.


George Lindbeck’s work on cultural-linguistic theory follows this same thought flow.  In his book The Nature of Doctrine, Lindbeck sets forth a lens for viewing truth that is necessarily dependant upon community.  The thesis of his cultural-linguistic theory of doctrine is that religion is best understood through a system similar in nature to language and culture rather then as a collection of truth claims (which he calls the cognitive-propositional approach), or the aggregate of certain experiences (the experiential-expressivist approach).  This he claims accounts for “both cognitive and behavioral dimensions” in the study of doctrine.
  Within this cultural-linguistic model there is constant interplay between the internal and the external dimensions of faith.  When viewed as a culture, religion not only shapes participants as are exposed to it, but also gives the means and medium in which they can express their experiences.
  The linguistic side of the theory addresses the concept that language is necessary for people to even form their own thoughts and experiences.  When religion is cast in this same light it gives faith participants the signs and symbols that allow them to conceptualize and even experience; it is then through these signs and symbols that we can express our experience.


Fish and Lindbeck are not offering a comprehensive theological method; instead, their work illuminates the relationship between culture, community and scripture.  The fluidity of their approach, when coupled with a postmodern Quinian understanding of knowledge, provides the lens through which the dynamics of culture can be viewed in light of the Revelation of God.

Synthesis in Wesley’s Quadrilateral


In order to work within an appropriate theological method, one must delicately balance the importance of the trajectory of Scripture and its story of God’s continuing work in creation, with the notion of cultural subjectivity and dynamic interpretive communities.  This balance can be found in John Wesley’s concept of a theological quadrilateral.  Don Thorson explains this idea:

Wesley sought to formulate theological ideas consonant with Scripture.  But in order to describe the wholeness and dynamic characteristic of true, Scriptural religion (a phrase he liked to use), Wesley appealed to tradition, reason, and experience as complementary sources of religious authority.  These sources, together with the primary religious authority of Scripture, contributed to an approach to theology that continues to provide insight for Christians today. 



Wesley argues for the primacy of scripture (which must be understood as different from sola scriptura) yet acknowledges proper understanding comes only from the interaction of scripture with reason, tradition and experience.  These later three elements clearly possess characteristics of community construction.  For instance, experience rarely takes place in isolation; as social beings, humans are constantly experiencing life as part of some sort of community.  Likewise, the concept of tradition, religious or otherwise, is built on the practices, products and ideas of previous communities.  Finally, the notion of reason and common sense contain the marks of cultural construction.  By linking these four concepts in his understanding of theological method, Wesley is effectively making a case for the importance of understanding Scripture, but only as that understanding is formed within a cultural context and through interpretive communities.  In this view, community interpretation holds no power unless the biblical narrative found in scripture directs it; likewise, scripture alone cannot be unleashed without the influence of community through the elements of tradition, experience and reason.

Wesley’s quadrilateral provides a theological method that utilizes the products of interpretive communities to provide a contemporaneous understanding of scripture and the trajectory of God’s work in History.  As such, it is exemplary of an approach to culture, community and scripture that offers theologians relevant insights into scripture’s importance for current communities, while remaining faithful to the original revelation and the contribution of theologians and philosophers across the ages.  Even though Wesley’s cultural context excludes him from being considered a postmodern thinker, his approach offers today’s theologians an excellent postmodern lens through which they can view scripture and its cultural relevance.

Conclusion


God’s work in creation is powerful and ongoing; the goal of any Christian theological method should be to uncover that work as it has happened in history and as it is happening in current communities and cultures.  While epistemologies and cultural specifics have led to a diversity of scriptural understandings, proper theological method should always be connected with scripture, yet interpreted and understood in terms of community and culture.  The result may be changing theological methods, but an aim that is unified: to move creation towards the telos of God’s Kingdom and truth.


The development of solid theological methodology is not an easy task, especially in light of the diversity of historical theological thought and epistemological frameworks.  Fortunately the postmodern shift afford theologians of today the ability to understand God’s work in creation in light of current culture and communities.  In particular, although Wesley himself was not a postmodern thinker, his theological method provides an essential framework for understanding the interface between the constants of scripture and the particulars of individual cultures.


Paul’s words to the Corinthian church seem especially relevant: “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.”
  Here the story of scripture is unveiled as one not yet completely comprehended.  It must be the goal of theologians today to seek a fuller understanding of God’s work in creation, especially as it is unveiled in a cultural context.   May the theologians of today be as enamored with the story of God as the Apostle Paul was, and may that passion drive them toward action as the diversity of interpretation moves in a unified direction towards the ultimate telos.
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