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<
. first essay is written
.
.
~.",a, PrOlessorof
Syst~mallc Theology. al CalvlO Theological Seminary in Grand
Rapids, MI. He represents t~e Refonned perspective on what has
become the standard cotedusm for both the Dutch Refonncd and
~he Gennan Refonned denominations. His essay brings to light the
mfluence Melanehton
had in the histor"\!
that 1<;u
-..1 up to th e creatIOn
.
•
•J
of the catcchlsn:'. He argues that certain parts of the catechism that
have been conSidered to be Refonned actually come from
Melanchton and therefore can be considered Lutheran! H·
historical study helps many of us understand why the cat
1 I ··
d
ec lsm ls
arge y I.rcm~ a~ ~on-spcculati ve in its tone. Bienna concludes his
work wllh thiS inSight on the catechism: ··If one insists on /Ising
~abels. perhaps th.c most that should be said is that the Heidelberger
IS a MeI~lIchth olll(l/I -Reformcd catechism that sought to respect the
boul/danes of the AlIgsblirg Confession . ., This helps many of us
more fully understand why we love the catechism so much.
. The second essay is actually th ree brief essays on a subject
that IS often debated by people who do not have roots in
Mercersburg Theology. Gabriel Fackre, Abbot Professor of
Christian Theology, Emeritus at ANTS, argues against what he calls
"indiscriminate Eucharist. " Joseph Hedden, Jr., the pastor of Tabor
UCC, Lebanon, PA, responds by exploring this question: "Call we
assellt to the idea of Christ being mystically present in the
sacramC/j{ wlrile atthc samc lime ope/ling tire Table of the Lordfar
all people?·' This debate has substance.
In the third essay W. Scott Axford, Vice-President of the
th
Society, gives us a look at ccumenism in the thoughts of the 19
century Philip Schaff, the history of the recent 20th century and the
21 '" century that we are beginning. He is a Member (for the
Christian Churches in the U.U.A.) of the National Council of
Churches' Faith and Order Commission.
The concluding essay is my positive review of Lee Barrett's
The Heidelberg Catechism: A Nell' Trallslationfor the 21" Cenwry.
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The Mercersburg SocIety has baen formed to uphold the con~ept of the.
Church as the Body of Christ, Evangelical. Reformed, Catholic, ~postoIIC,
organic, developmental and connectlonal. It affirms the e~um~nlcal
Creeds II witnesses to its fa ith and the Eucharist as the liturgica l act from
which all other aets of wcrlhlp and seNice emanate.

The SOCiety pursues contemporary theology In the Church and th e wor1d
within the context 01 Mercersburg Theology. In effecting its purpose Ihe
SocIety provides opportunities for fellowship and study for perlons .
interested in Mercersburg Theology, sponsors and annual convocation,
engl llel in lila publication olal'tielas and books, stimulates research and
correspondence among scholarl on topics 01theology, liturgy, th e
Sec~ments and acumenll m.
The New Merursburg Review II designed to publish the proceedin~s 01
\tie I nnUI I convocation al well as other articles on th e subjects pertinent
to tha I lms and Interests of the Society.

Chris Anderson
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Frederick came on the scene in 1559, most of the major Protestant
parties of thc day already had a foothold in the Palatinatc--Gnes· _
Luthcrans, Phi.lipp.ist Luthera~s, Zwinglians (somctimcs today 10
called late-Zwmghans or Bulhngcrians), and Calvinists. For
reasons that are not entirel y clear, Frederick's predecessor, 0110
Hell1)', had invited men from all these Protestant persuasions to fill
politiealand ecclesiastical posts during his reign from 1556to 1559.
Frederick continued this practice in the years leading up 10 the HC
although he soon grew disenchanted with the Gnesio-Lutheran '
leaders in Heidclberg and filled key positions largely with
Melanchthonian and Refonned personnel.
Sensing the need for a statement of confessional hannony
among the Protestants that supported his refonns, Frederick
commissioned a new catechism in 1562. However, for the sake of
Protestant unity in the Gennan Empire and for his own political
survival, he had to make sure that this new catechism stayed within
certain bounds. According to the Peace of Augsburg (I 555), all
non-Catholic princes and territories of the Empire were required to
subscribe to Lutheranism as defined by the AC; no other varieties of
Protestantism were pcnnitlcd. Violation of these provisions could
result in loss of his electoral privileges and even of his territory. In
designing a new catechism for the Palatinatc, thercfore, Frederick
III found himself in a del icate position. How could he as a
Lutheran elector confessionaJly repudiate certain Gnesio-Lutheran
doctrines that he found objectionable and unify the Philippist,
Calvinist, and Zwinglian factions in his realm without violating the
terms of the Pcace of Augsburg by slraying beyond the AC'! fiis
answer was the HC. The HC and, for that matter, the whole
Palatinate refonnation, sought a theological consensus that would
fit within the framework of the AC.

(NUS THE H EIDELBERG CATECHISM AN D T HE
URS
,
AUGSBURG CONFESSION

Lyle D, Bierma
ProI tnor oI Sy, , -~ matic Theology, Calvin Theological Seminary
.. _.1 tand the connection between
. Ursinus
.
. andL. the AC,
To wlUers
we shall examine three things: (I) the histoncal sItuatIon II,at
brought them together, (2) Mcl~chthon 's influence ~n bo~h the
Palatinate Refonnation and Ursmus, .and
th~ relalJonshlp
between Meianchthon's AC and Ursmus s HC.
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I HtSTORICAL BACKGROUND

.
When Frederick III became elector of the Palatinate in 15 59,
the theological and political needs of his territory co~nc i ded almost
exactly with his own religious predilections. Fredenck had been
born and raised a Roman Catholic but had adopted the Lutheran
faith of his wife during the early years of their marriage. Even
before taking over the Palatinate, howe\'er, he found himsel f
.
moving away from the stricter Gnesio-Lutheranism of some of hIS
relatives and toward the more moderate expression of Luthcranism
(Philippism) rooted in Philip Melanchthon. As governor, not yet
elector, of both the Upper Palatinate and Simmem, Frederick
became involved in several attempts to unify the Protestant
territories in Gennany, and for the rest of his life he would conti.nue
to manifest an irenic spirit, spurning Ihcologicallabcls and seekmg
to ground his doctrine directly in Scripturc.
This approach served him well in his early years in th~
.
Palatinate, a territory that during the 15405 and 1550s had shIfted Its
official religion from Catholicism to Lutheranism. By the time
, Earlier versions of parts of this Ie<.:n.u~ and fut! documentation of the sources
can be fOWld in Lyle D.Bierma, The Doclrine ofille SacramcnlS jn Ille
HtldtlbeTg u.lechilm : MellJ1IChlhonian. Zw,·nglilJn. or C(J/"ini.II?, Studies in
RefOluitd TheoIOiY and IIistory, New Series, 110. 4 (Princeton: princeton
Tbcolo&ical Seminary, 1999); idem" "Wlultllalh Wittenberg to 00 with
ileidetberg? Philip MeLanehlhon and the Ueidetberg Catechism." in Me/allChl hon
ill CurOJn: His Work and /nfluellce beyond Wit/enberg, cd. Kari n Maag (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1999): and idem, An lmrodl'Clion 10 Ihe Heide/berg C(Jlcchism:
Sourctf, Hislory. and Th~ology (Grand Rapid~: Baker, 2005).
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2. MELANCHT HON'S INFLUENCE ON HIE PALATlNA TE AND URSll\'US

That the Palatinate reformation might fit comfortably within
the framework of Melanchthon's AC is easier to imagine when one
considers Melanchthon's longstanding ties to Ihe Palatinate.
Melanchthon was actually a native of the territory, born in ~he litt~e
townofBretten not far from Heidelberg, in 1497. He receIved hIS
education in Br~tten, Pfor~heim, Heidelberg, and Tiibingen--all in
5
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o' .-nate and the nearby duchy ofWiirttcmbcrg--and he was
th e Pwal
U'
'
h
f

awarded the B.A. degree from Heidelberg nLVcr:sI,ty, at t cage 0
f; urt
When he returned to Heidelberg on a VISi t In 1524, the

n:w-~ous refonner was hono~ by the u~i.versity ~aculty, who
presented him with a silver goblet In recogllltion of hiS many
achievements. A year later both Ihc eI~tor Ilfold the peasants afthe
Palatinate asked him to serve as an arbitrator 1~ ~e peasant.
.
uprisings in the area, a service he pcrfonned wIlhngly but with httle
success The Palatine electors had been soliciting advice from
Melanchthon as carly as the 15405, but during the refonnation

under Otto Henry and Frederick III, Mclanchthon became
something of a long-distance chief adviser. It was he, for example,
who convinced Otto Henry 10 appoint THemann Hesshus as head of
the theological faculty in Heidelberg in 1557 and who assisted with
the reorganization of the uni versity a year later. As we noted
earlier, even before becoming elector in 1559, Frederick had found
himself moving from Gncsio-Lutheranism to a more PhiJippist
theological stance. He had come to prefer Melanchthon's so-called
"altered" version of the AC and had been a signatory to the
Frankfurt Recess, a confessional consensus statement drawn up by
Mc1anchthon in 1558. When Frederick wrote to Melanchthon for
guidance during the acrimonious Lord's Supper debates in Heidelberg in 1559, he considered Melanchthon's response important
enough to have it published a year later in both the original Latin
and a Gennan translation. Over the years, Melanchthon declined
several invitations to join the faculty of Heidelberg University, but
even from Wittenberg his influence on Otto Henry and Frederick III
was of such strength that the two electors and the reforms they
supervised are sometimes characterized by historians today as
"Melanehthonian" or "Philippist."
Melanchthon left his mark also on Zacharias Ursinus, one of
his students in Wittenberg and later most likely the major
contributor to the Heidelberg Catechism. Ursinus matriculated at
the University of Wittenberg at the age of fifteen, and for the ne~t
seven years he became not only Melanehthon's pupil but also a
boarder at his home and a close and loyal fri end. He accompanied
his teacher to Torgau when the plague struck Wittenberg in 1552. to

,

the. religious colloquy in WOrms in 1557,'"~"d 0 na VISit
' , to
Heidelberg
later
that same year. When Ursinuo~ t00k up h'IS first
.
.
teachlllg post In Breslau, he used a catechism by M eanc
1 hh
t onasa
textbook and soon fcit compelled to defend in pn t M 1 h h
' 0 fh
Cod'
n eanc ton's
vIew
I e
r s Supper that It. contained Th""""Th
,
f h S
"
..........
cses on the
Doctnne 0 t e acraments, composed and publish-.l b U '
, 1559
_.l
.... Y rslnUS
In
• prompl ..-u Mclanchthon to respond that h- h d "
.
. ' .
.... a never seen
anythmg so bnlhant as thIS ....·ork." Following Melanchth ' d h
on s cat
' A '11560 dU .
m pn
an
rsmus's departure from Breslau a short time
later, the laller gradUally moved more into the Reformed rb'
Nevertheless, Melanchthon's stamp on Ursinus's theolo 0 It.
pedago&?" a~d approach ~o reform was never fully eradi~;ed by
later Zwmgllan and Calvtnist influences.
.
In short, ~elanch lhon's connections to the Palatinate and his
Impact on Fredenck 1.11 and Urs!nus provided an important part of
the context out of which Fredenek's territorial reformation and
calechi~m emerged. For Frederick and Ursinus to operate inside the
theologIcal fences of Melanchthon's AC, therefore, would seem to
be not si mply II legal obl igation under the Peace of Augsburg but a
'
vcry natural inclination.
3. URSINUS'S H E!DEI..UERG CATECHISM AND MELANCHTHON'S
AUGSnURG CONFESSION

The flagship o f Frederick's reformation was the He, which
proVldes us with the primary test case of his faithfulness to the
Augsburg tradition. Did he succeed in his goal of producing a
statement of confessional unity within the framework of the AC? 11
is our contention that Ursinus's HC did indeed meet the criterion of
compatibility with the confession of his mentor Melanchthon. We
shall explore this claim in some detail by examining: (I) a couple of
doctrines on which the He is silent where the AC is silent; (2) three
allegedly Refomled features of the HC that tum out (0 have roots in
Mclanchthon; and (3) two places in the HC that appear, at least, to
be directly opposed to the teaching of the AC.
Doctri nal Silence
PrcJestillariofl. It is often pointed out that the HC contains
no doctri ne of predestination. The most that one can find is two
passing references to election: When Christ returns to judge the
,
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, ' ---' .he dead he will "lake me with all the eJect
IIvmg lUlU UL
,
.
d g1 " (He 52)
(au.s:erwehltenJ to himself in heavenl y JOY an
ory
. '.,and

the church is "a community elected [auszcnI't!lteJ to eternal ,llfe
(He 54). There arc no questions and answers devoted sp.ccl~cally
to election and no mention whatsoever of doubl e predestInatiOn,
reprobation, or li mi ted atonement.

How docs one account for such a muted treatment of
election and total silence on reprobation'!' One possibility is thaI the
authors did not find the topic appropriate for the genre, purpose, and
readers orlhe HC. Predestination is simply too abstract and

difficult a subject to include in an instructional tool inten.ded for a
general audience of youth and I~y a~ult~. After all, Cal v.tn, who
wrote extensively about predestmatiOn In other works, did not
devote a separate question or section to it in the popular Genevan
Catechism either.
This line of argument is not wholly convincing, however,
for at least two reasons. First, the HC does not shy away from other
challenging theological abstractions, such as the doctrine of the
Trinity (HC 24-58) or the relationship between the two natures of
Christ (HC 46-49). Second, Ursinus's Smaller Catechism (sq, on
which so much of the HC is based and which was also intended for
a lay audience, has three complete questions and ans wers on
election, the first of which includes a reference also to reprobation.
None of these three questions was carried over into the HC.
A more likely possibility for the HC's ncar silence on
predestination is that the authors intentionally steered clear of it for
the sake of doctrinal harmony. If Frederick III had had to deal with
just the Calvinists in Heidelberg, the outcome might have been
different. But his consensus involved followen: also of
Melanchthon and Bullingcr, neither of whom had wished to probe
thc doctrine ofpredeslination as deeply as Calvin had. It was a
subject that Melanchthon had not included in the AC and that soon
thereafter he refused to discuss at all. Given Frederick Ill 's own
Philippist disposition, therefore, and his desire to bridge the
theological divisions in his realm, it is not hard to imagine an
unwillingness on his part to grant confessional status to a point of
doctrine from which Mclanchtholl, the AC, and Bullinger, had all
shied away.
8

Covel/all/. By the early 1560s theological refl "
1
' 0 f covcnant was becoming one of lhe cc Ion
'bl'
h b Ica notIon
on tel
distinguishing features of the ~eformed branch of Protestantism. It
may.seem odd, th eref~re~ that.lIlthe He, which so many have
co.nsldere~ Reformed .111 ItS onenlation, covenant is a relatively
mlilor tOpIC; Ihe tenn lI~elf appears o~ly five times in 129 questions
and answers, two of whIch arc found III the same answer on infant
baptism and two in quotations from Jesus about the new covenant in
his b[~. Even more curious is the fact that Ursinus's L:u-ger
CatechIsm, another source document for the HC, contains no fewer
than 55 references to covenant in 38 of its questions and answen:
whereas his SC mentions covenant only three times. How does ~ne
accounl for such divergence among related documents written so
,
close together?
Once again, some have suggested that these
documents were prepared for different audiences and purposes.
The He and its earlier draft., the SC, were confessions written for a
general audience, whereas the Larger Catechism was a more
technical work intended for theological instruction al the univen:ily.
A rather complex subject like covenant, therefore, might be
appropriate study material for students of theology, but it was
hardly fitting for a lay catechism.
Perhaps. As in the case of predestination, however,
a larger part of the explanation may be that this doctrine was simply
too new and too Refonncd. Nowhere had it appeared in Ihe
Lutheran confessions, and Ursinus himsclfwas just beginning to
experiment with it in his first classroom textbook, the Larger
Catechism. Moreover, to describe the sacraments as '·signs of the
covenanl" might have sounded to Lutherans raised on Ihe AC too
much like the Zwinglian doctrine of "bare signs" or '·mere siJ:,'Ils.'·
Showcasing such a doctrine in a consensus catechism might have
provoked the defenders of Augsburg. [t would bc quite
undcrstandable, then, if Ursinus intentionally left out of the SC and
HC all but a few refcrenccs to a doctrine tha t he himself was only
beginning to think through, Ihat is never mentioned in the AC, and
that might threaten the theological conscnsus Frcderick was tryi ng
to achicve.
9

1 Walter HQllw~g. "Die beiden KQnfessionen Th.cOlior vQn Bezas: lwei bish.er
W\beachICIC QuelleD:rum Heiddberge r Ka lCGhisnll.ls,'· in Neue Umtrsuch,mgcII
~ur Ge.scnu:nle de$ Heidelberger Ktllecnisml<S (Neukirch.en: Ncukirchcner Verlag.
196]). 86-123; idem, "Zur Qucl1enfrage des Heidelberger Katechismus ,. in Neue
U"M"uchungen, VIl!. 2 (1968), 38-47.
'

~,'
. . This thesis. is certainly
. attractivc. Beza had dcve1op..u
close
tIes "':'Ith mem~ers of t.he HeIdelberg community in the late 15505
and hkely
publlshed
hIS larger confession (Cont:",,'o
h ' ,
.
.
!.I'
C "s/lQnae
fidei) 1.n 1560 In .response to a request ITom none other than
Fredcnck III. HIS sho.rtcr c?nfession (A I/era brevis fidei conjessio)
was also well. known In HeIdelberg, cspecially aftcr its translation
into Gennan In 1562, probably by Caspar Olevianus, one the
contributors t.o th~ HC. Therefore, we should not be surprised at
some of the hngulstlc parallels that Hollweg points out between
these Bezan confessions and the HC.
What Hollweg does not make clear, however, is why this is
the only or even the most likely explanation for the threefold
organization of the He. He overlooks the fact that we also find this
pattern in Lutheran sources nearly forty years earlier. Some have .
identified this structure, for example, already in Melanehthon's
1521 edition of the Loci comnllmes, which itself might have been
inspired by the outline of the book of Romans. Romans proceeds
from a treatment of human sin (chs. I: 18-3:20) to the great drama of
redemption (3 :21 - 1/ :36) to the Christian life of thankfulness (12: 116:27), and the Loci too treats, generally speaking, first the topic of
law and sin, then the gospel andjuslification, and finally the life of
Christian love.
This triad is found also in later works by Mclanchthon- his
Visitation Articles of 1528, for example, of which sorrow for sin,
faith, and good works fonn the basic structure. Moreover, the triple
work of the Holy Spirit, which caught Hollweg's eye in Beza's
shorter confession, was foreshadowed in Melanchthon's AC almost
thirty years before. According to Article 20 (Edi/io princeps), the
Holy Spirit produces knowledge of sin, failh, and the virtues that
God requires of us in the Ten Commandments. This is echoed in
Melanchthon's "Apology of the AC" when he asserts that
repentancc consists of two parts, contrition and faith , and that he
will not object if one adds a third part, namely, the fruits worthy of
repcntance.
Thcre is also another way by which Melanchthon, and
perhaps even his AC, might have influenced the threefold structure
of the HC. In the early 1900s lohann Reu drew attention to an
anon)ll1.ous summary of Christian doctrine published in Regensburg
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II

Features oftbe He with Melanchthonian Roots
There are, in the second place, several features of the
He that are often alleged to be Refonned, even Calvinistic, but
which tum out to have even deeper roots in the Me1anchthonian
tradition: the threefold structure of the catechism, the theme of
gratitude in Part 3, and the treatment of the third use of the law.
Threefold SlruClUrc. One of the best known characteristics
of the He, ofcouroe, is its triadic structure, outlined in HC 2:
Q.
How many things must you know to li ve and die
happily in this comfort?
A.
Three lhings: first, how great my sin and misery arc;
sccond, how I am deliveredfrom all my sin and misery: and third.
how I am to be thankful to God for SlIch deliverance.
The most likely source of this question and answer is not difficult to
identify. It follows closely the wording of Ursinus's SC, thc major
source document for thc HC. SC 3 reads as follows:
Q.
What docs God's word teach?
A.
First, it shows !IS Ollr misery; second. how we are
delivered from il; Gnd third. what thanks must be given to God fO l"
Ihis deliverance.
Like HC 2, this answer serves to introduce the major di visions of
the material to follow. But what, then, were the roots of the SC's
tripartite structure? The most re<:en\ research on this question, by
Walter Hollweg in the 19605, concluded that these roots can be
traced to two confessions by Refonned theologian Theodore Beza,
Calvin's successor in Geneva. 2 Hollweg pointed out a striking
structural parallel between the threefold division of thc HC and the
threefold work of the Holy Spirit in Articles 17-2 1 of the shorter of
Beza's confessions: first, the Spirit makes us aware of our
sinfulness through the law; second, he comforts us with the message
of salvation in the gospel; and third, he sanctifies us by mortifying
the old nature and creating a new one.

in \547 and reprinted in Heidelberg ~n 1558.) This treatise included
,
d by the Gnesio-Luthcran Nicholas Gallus, a fanner student
a lorwar
.. f h·
f M I ehthan's who had iater become a strong cnllC 0 IS
~each:r~ theology. What is so remarkable about this document is
"ts threefold structure but also the content of each or lhe
\
nal onY I
h 0· · fS ·
d
thr d"visions. Part I is entitled -'The Law, t c ngln a Ln, an

ee :ancc'"

and Part 3 "Good
Rcpen, Part 2 "The Gospel and Faith";
"\.h.h

Works." Even more striking is the tenmno ogy m. cae sechon I at
ld later appear in both the SC and the He. It IS through the law
;~~ we come to know our frai lty and "misery" (elclld), t~rough
Christ thaI God has "delivered" (erlos/e) us from such misery, and

through the keeping of the commandments that we show ourselves
"thankful" (danckbarlich) to God for what he has done on OUT
behalf. Reu concluded that jfthe structure of Melanchthon's Loci
and the Book: of Romans exerted any influence on Ursinus at all, it
could only have been through the more developed fonn of this
structure in the Regensburg "Summa."
It is not our intent here to choose among thesc various
hypotheses. That task: is next to impossible anyway, since by the
mid-sixteenth century the triad of Law-Gospel·Good Works had
become part ofthc common stock of Protestant theology. What is
significant for our subject today is that this triad was not
distinctively Refonned but found some of its earliest Refonnation
fonns in the works of Meianchthon, including the AC.
Gratitude. Some in the past have pointed to the theme of
gratitude in Part 3 as the one feature of the HC that is distinctively
Refonned. Once again, however, such claims cannot be justified,
for this, too, is an emphasis that one finds already earlier in the
Lutheran tradition, especially in Melanchthon. As far back as the
1521 Loci, Melanchthon had stated that "when we have tasted the
mercy of God through faith and have comc to know the di vine
goodness through the word of the gospel ... , the mind cannot help
1 Johann RN, ed., QueUen zur Gc$chkhle des kirchlichcn Ul1lrrrichls III der
~Mgelischen Kirc~ Deutschlllnds :....ischen 15)0 und 1600, pI. t. Que/l~I1:IAf

~hicAu des Ktu«~i.!mu:s·UnlerricJlIs, vol. I , Siiddeut.f:Clte Klltec~is,"e" (1904,
<e",ill!, Hil<ksbcim: Olms, (976), 198·99. 20 1·3. The Regensburg treatise, "Ein
Kwttc OrdenIiche summa der =luen Waren Lehre unsers hcylil,'t:n Christl ichCTl
Gbubens.~ is

fOWld ibid., 72()...34,
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loving God in return; it exults and witnesses to its own thankfulness
for such great mercy by some fonn of reci procated scnrice," Luther
himself taught in hi~ Small Catechism of 1529 that one is "duty
bound to thank, prillse, serve. and obey" God for al1 that he has
done for us. A year later in the AC Melanchthon listed thanks to
God as one of the virtues required in the Ten Commandments that
is reawakenc<l in the regenerate by the Holy Spirit. And just a year
after that he explicitly stated in the " Apology of the AC"that "good
works ought to follow faith as thanksgiving to God" and that
thanksgiving is one oflhe good fruits ofrepcntance that are taught
us in the Commandments. This theme would appear again in
Melanchthon's "Scholia" of 1534, in a doctrinal handbook by the
Lutheran Urbanus Rhegius in 1536, and, of course, in the Lutheran
Regensburg "Summa" of 1547. Perhaps most striking, however, in
its linguistic similarities to He 86 was a question and answer in a
catechism by the Lutheran Johannes Srenz from 1535:
Q. Why ought we to do good works?
A . NOI because we pay for sin and earn eternal life Wilh our
deeds-for Christ alone /ras paidfor sin and earned elemal lifebill ralher becallse we ought to bear witness 10 Ollr faitlr witlr good
works ond be thankful to Ollr Lord God for Iris good deeds.~

By the 1540s and 15505 this theme had made its appearance also in
Reformed catechisms by Leo Jud and Johannes a Lasco, in the
larger confession ofThcodore Beza, and in Calvin's Instillltes.
Where Ursinus first encountered it is impossible to say. But therc
are no grounds for maintaining that this aspect of the He is
distinctively Reformed and missing from the Melanchthonian
tradition. As with the entire triadic arrangcment ofthe HC, the
connection between gratitude and good works in Part 3 made its
first appearance in Lutheran literature, especially Melanchthon's
writings, including the AC.
Uses oftire law. Finally, it is often alleged that the He
reveals a Calvinist orientation most clearly in its treatment of the
law as the nonn for a life of gratitude. the so-called third use of the
law. The Gemlan scholar Wilhelm Neuscr did find this third usc of
• " Fragstiickc des christlichc:n Glaubcns," in Cllristoph Weismann, Elfie Kleine
Biblia: Die K(lleclti'5mell
Luther LInd Brell: ($tullgart: Calver, 1985). 114.
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the law also in Mclanchthon, but he main~aincd that. by placing its
ent~nI on the Ten Commandments In the st'CtLon on gratitude,
comm
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til He follo
..... ed Calvin in making t IS t e pn nclpa usc. or
M~lanchthon. the fin! use, the law as a teacher of sin, remained

primary.
. .
Is then Part 3 of the He, where the law IS mtroduced as a
rule of ~titud~, non_Melanchthonian and distinctively Calvinist?
The closest the He comes to an explanation oflhe functions of the
law is in its treatment afthe purpose of preaching the law in QI A

115:
Q.
No one in this m e can obey the T en Commandments
perfectly: why tben docs God want them preached so pointedly?
A.
First, so {hal the longer WI! UI'I! Ihe morc we may come /0
know our sinfullncss and the more eagerly look to Christ for
jorgil'enwo/sins and righteousness. Seco"d, so t/rat, while
praying 10 Godfor Ihe grace of lire Holy. Spirit, we may "el'er slop
striving to be renewed more and more after God's image, ulltil after
this life we reach our goal: perfection.
This second reason for preaching the law, namely, so that believers
will persevere in their striving to be renewed in God's image, docs
indeed sound Calvinian. Similar language can be found in Calvin's
Jnstitutes and Genevan Catechism, the latter of which possibly
served as one of the sources for the He. As Calvin puts it in one
place, the law exhorts the believer "like a whip to an idle and balky
mule, to arouse it to work."s
The first reason for preaching the law, however-so that
believers may increasingly come to know their sinfulness and look
to Christ for forgiveness-is missing in Calvin, at least as part of
the third use of the law. Where it appears in Calvin is only in
reference to unbelievers or to believers prior to conversion (the first
use of the law}-ancl not, as in the HC, in reference to the redeemed
after conversion. What previous scholarship has overlooked,
however, is that this is identified as a third usc of the law by
Melanehthon, who actually introduced the concept of II thi rd usc of
the law into Protestant theology in 1534. In his 1543 edition of the
Loci Melaochthon distinguishes two aspects to this third role of the
!
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law. First, the law reveals t,he remnants of sin in the believer's life
so that he or she rn3Y grow III both knowledge of sin and
repentance. Seco.nd, it teaches the particular works by which God
wants us to exercIse obedience. This s(..'COnd, or didactic dim .
Od
fh I "
'
COSlon
to the t hIr usc 0 t e 3W IS ound also in Calvin. But the fi t
, I d'"
Irs ,or
pedagoglca, ImenSlon to the thIrd use is not; it is a uniquely
Melanchthonian fonnulation.
Was it this Melanchthonian fonnulation, then, th3t that
eventual!y found its way into the HC? Th3\ is a strong possibility
but, once 3galn, not the only one. What Melanchthon describes
here as a dimension of the third use of the law, Luther had
characterized as an application of the sC(:ond use (Calvin's first use)
to believers. Since the HC nevcr actually numbers the functions of
the law, it is difficult to say whether the first part of Answer liS is
a closer parallel to Luther or to Melanchthon. In any case, to
identify the uses of the law in Part 3 as strictly Calvinist is hardly
corrC(:t. In point of fact, the HC combines a Calvinian emphasis on
the exhort31ion to good works with a Lutheran emphasis on the
exposure of residual sin in the life of the believer-a remarkable
splice of two of the traditions represented in the Heidelberg
consensus.
Possible Points of Conflict with the Augsburg Confession
The ultimate test case of the HC's compatibility with the AC
is two doctrines in the catechism, again commonly identified as
Reformed, that appear directly to attack the Lutheran tradition: the
two natures of Christ and the real presence of Christ in the Lord's
Supper. How do they measure up to the Augsburg standard?
Two Nail/res of Christ. Ap3rt from HC 80, which condemns the
Catholic Mass in no uncertain terms, the most polemical material in
the catechism is rcscn'oo for the Gnesio·Lutheran doctrine of
Ubiquity, i.e., the omnipresence of Christ's human nature. The
debate over this doctrine helps to explain why, after just a single
question on the resurrection of Christ (HC 45), the catechism
devotes no fewer than four questions (HC 4649) to his ascension, a
doctrine that focuses on the status and whereabouts of Christ's
human nature. According to HC 46, whcn we recite the clause in
the Apostles' Creed " He ascended to heaven," we mean that Christ
"was lifted up from the earth to heaven and will be there for our
IS

good until he comes again to j udge the living and the dead." But if
Christ is ..there" in heaven, how can he fulfill his promi.se to. be
"here" with us until the end of the world (Q 47)? At thIS pomt the
catechism explicitly rej(,'Cts the ubiquity doctrine by stating that "in
his human nature Christ is not now on earth"; he is present with us
only by his "'divinity, majesty, grace, and Spirit" (A 4 7~ . Q 48 then
anticipates the charge that this is tan.ta.mount to the ancien t
.
Nestorian heresy, which tended to dIVide the two nat ures of Christ:
"If his humanity is not present wherever his divinity is, then aren' t
the two natures of Christ separated from each other?" A 48
responds with the so-called exira Ca/I'inisticum teachi.ng that
"Christ's divinity is surely beyond the bounds [cf. Latm : exira) of
the humanity he has taken on ... " but that "at the same time his
divinity is in and remains personally uni ted to his humanity." This
does not present a barrier to our eating the body and drinking the
blood of Christ at the Lord's Supper, for "although he is in hcaven
and we are on the earth," at the Supper "we are united more and
more to Christ's blessed body" through the Holy Spirit (HC 76).
But doesn't this explicitly Refonned and anti-LuthCTlin stance, then,
contradict the teaching of the AC? Actually not, The doctrine of
ubiquity, whieh Luther had employed already in the 1520s to
support his belief in the real presence of Christ's humanity in the
Lord's Supper, was not elevated to Lutheran confessional status
until Brenz's Stuttgart Confession in Wiirttemberg in 1559. In the
AC of 1530, Melanchthon had said no more than that the two
natures of Christ are "inseparabl y joined together in unity of
person" (Art. 3). To be sure, one could read inlo that texlthe
WlStated suppositions of Luther's Christo logy which are at odds
with the HC's exIra Calvinisticum, but the affinnation in HC 48
that "his divinity is in and remains personally united to his
humanity" is, on the surface at least, in full compliance with the
wording of AC Art. 3. Indeed, when Frederick III had to defend his
allegiance to the HC before the emperor at the Diet of Augsburg in
I ~66, ~ne of the other electors supported him by arl,'Uing that on
thIS pomt the HC had no more strayed beyond the AC than had
Brenz's Gnesio-Luthc:ran Stuttgart Confession seven years earlier.
Both could be regarded as different glosses on the same
confessional tex!.
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. ~Iis, however, is not the whole picture. Following a change
of mmd III the 1530s, Melanchthon revised Article lOin an
"altered" edition of the AC in 1540. The anicle now read "With
bread and wine a~e truly exhibited/offered [exhibeanlllrj the body
and blood of Christ to those that eat in the lord's Supper." To say
that the body and blood of Christ are exhibited or offered "with" the
bread and wine is much less precise than to say that they are present
"under the fonn" of bread and wine. How exactl y Christ's body
and blood are offered "with" the elements is not addressed.
Melanchthon later echoed this position in his "Response" to
Frederick III during the eucharistic controversies in the Palatinate
when he ad vised the elector to be content simply with Paul's
'
reference to the sacramental bread as "the communion of the body
of Christ" (I Corinthians 10: 16).
Frederick and Ursi nus seem to have heeded Melanchthon's
advice when they constructed the sacramental doctrine of the HC.
For one thi ng, Ursinus quotes I Corinthians 10: 16 in HC 77, in his
answer to the question about where Christ promises to nourish and
refresh believers with his body and blood as surely as they cat the
bread and drink the cup. But more significantly, like the altered AC,
nowhere docs the HC stale how exactly the outward physical signs
of the Supper are connected to the spiritual blessings they signifY.
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Where does the He fit into this paradigm? Certamly It IS
not distinctively Calvinian here. Calvin could say, for example in
his "Short Treatise on the Lord's Supper," thaI the bread and wine
"are as instruments by which our Ulrd Jesus Christ distributes" his
body and blood to us. According to HC 75, however, the Lord's
Supper reminds and assures the believer only that "as s u~ely as I
receive from the hand of the one who serves and taste With my
mouth the bread and cup of the Ulrd, . .. so surely he nourishes and
refreshes my soul foretemalli fe with his crucified body and
poured-out blood." Nothing is said here about when or how exactly
this happens. The believer can be confident that as ccrtainly as the
physical feeding takes place, so also does the spiritual feeding, but
there is no reference here to the elements as "instruments" or
"means" by which this spiritual feeding occurs, even though
Ursinus did not hesitate to use such language in his earlier
catechisms.
Nor is the HC distinctively Zwinglian or Bullingerian on the
relationship between sign and signified. One finds a parallelism
between inner and outer action in the sacrament (sec HC 69,73,75,
79), but this parallelism is as characteristic of Calvin as it is of
Bullinger. What separated the two rcfomlers was 110\ whether the
sign and signified arc parallel but .. . whether they arc merely
• hu.! Romn, "The COIUeIlSUS Till"nirus ( \ S49): Did Cltvin Compromiser" ill
C"4Winus ~ 5c"riplllroe Profes.sor: OIMn aJ Confessor of I/o/y Scrip/ure. 0:<1.
Wi~lm H. Neuser (Grand Rapids: E.erdmans. (994).90.
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parallel. Arc sacramental signs and actions only visual analogies to
the grace that the Holy Spirit. bestows apart from them (Bullinger),
or are they more than analOgIes, namely, the very means or instruments thro ugh which that grace is communicated to believers
(Calvin)? Like the altered AC, that is a question the HC does not
address.
Thai the HC is entirely compatible with the AC on this point
is underscored by the fact that in 1564, one year after the
appearance of the HC, Ursinus published a defense of the catechism
in a tract entitled "A Completc Statement of the Holy Suppcr of Our
Ulrd Jcsus Christ from the Unanimous Teachings of the Holy
Scriptures, the Ancient Orthodox Teachers of the Christian Church,
and Also the Augsburg Confession." There he seeks to demonstrate
how the eucharistic leaching of the HC not only is grounded in
Scriplure and the church fathers but also wholly agIees with the
AC. What is so striking is that when he refers to the AC here, he
has in mind not the altered version of 1540 but the original,
unaltered version of 15301 According to Ursinus, the AC says only
that the body and blood of Christ arc trllly present. not bodily
present, in the sacrament. Moreover, anyone who thinks the AC
teaches that unbelievers at the table partake of the body and blood
of Christ is mistaken, since Art. 13 makes quite elear that faith is a
necessary prerequisite to such spiritual feeding.
Ursinus may indeed have a point here. HC 78 and 80 deny
only the bodily presence of Christ in the Supper. nol the prescnce of
Christ altogether. What is important, however, is not so much
whether Ursinus correctly interpreted the unaltered version of the
AC. but that he considered the HC ful ly compatible with it. Not
only docs the He seem to fi t here within the framework of the AC.
but the author of the call..-chism himself believed that it did. That
more than anything else tells us something about the relationship
between Ursinus and the AC.
CONCLUSION
Surprisingly, the relationship between the Ursinian HC and
Mclanchthonian AC is more hannonious than one might infer from
the fact thaI each became a doctrinal standard for a diffen.:nt branch
of Protestantism. Such hannony is less surprising, however, when
one looks at the text of the HC in its historical context. First of all.
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Is it any wonder, Ihen, that when all, was Said and done, the
He was muted or silent on such controversIal Refo,nnOO ~hemes as
predestination and covenant, which are never mentioned In t~e AC;
or that some of the allegedly Refonned features of the HC-lIs .
triad'c structure the theme of gratitude in Part J , and the emphasis
on ~e third use'ofthe law-actually had roots in the L~theran .
tradition, sometimes the AC itself; or that even the HC s po.lemlcs
against the Gnesio-Lutheran doctrines of the natures of Ch,:,st ~d
his rcal presence in the lArd's Supper do not directly confl ict With
the tellt of the ACI
That does not mean that the HC should now be regarded as
distinctively Melanehthonian. It was, after ail, a consensus .
document, not an apology fo r a particular brand of Protestantism.
Furthermore, it does contain some less controversial Refonned
features that are not addressed in the AC-its trealment of the
descent of Christ into hell, for example, and the numberi ng of the
Ten Commandments. If one insists on using labels, perhaps the
most that should be said is that the Heidelberger is a
Melanchthonian-Refonned catechism that sought to respect the
boundaries of the Augsburg Confession. That is only a more
precise way of stating what Frederick III himsel f said when he was
called upon to defend the HC at the Diet of Augsburg in 1566. He
repeatedlyaffinned his full subscription to the AC and challenged
anyone to show where in the HC he had departed from it. No one
was able to do so-nor, in my judgment, are we able to do so today.

A Friendly Debate on ~'The Open Table":
I. Essay, II. Reply Ill. Response
Gabriel Fackre & Jose h Heddan
I.
The "Open Table"
in Mercersburg Perspective
Gabriel Fackrc, Abbot Professor Emeritus of ANTS
What might be the response of MercersbUrg theology to the
current proposal of "an open Table"? The new practice adopted in
some congregations from traditions as different as the Episcopal
Church in the United States to the United Church of Christ invites
commentary from Mercersburg advocates, as it raises questions that
have been central to its heritage, from the meaning of the eucharist
itself, through Christology to the importance of ecumenism.
First, some definitions and general considerations: " Open
table" is not the same as "open communion," though in some of the
discussion the two phrases are used synonymously. "Open
commllnion " has to do with a Table opened by one denomination
or congregation to Christians of other denominations or
congregations. "Opcn TaMe " refers to a communion table open to
anyone, regardless of Christian identity, Christian baptism,
Christian faith.
This is the way the question is put in an important artiele on
the subject in the Episcopalian debate by James Farwell in Ih£
Anglican Review:
On any given Sunday should "seekers," those "passing
through," unbaptized guests or fami ly members of
parishioners, the spiritually curious, or even people of other
religions be invited and encouraged to receive the
consccratl.'(\ bread and wine of the eucharist?,,1
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Or, to put it ,not as a question, b~t as ~ assertion, here is a
sentence from another Episcopalian, Timothy Mulder at the 2004
Mercmburg Society meeting:
Unlil lhe Church offers the Eucharist to anyone, for any
reason, I think we are letting down the parable of the
banquet and the One whose pany this life really. is.•
If an "open table" means the sacrament being offere~ "to anyone,
for any reason," I believe we need another more straightforward
way of describing it. [ am leaning, at the moment, toward the phrase
"indiscriminate eucharist."
What is the theological rationale for offering the Supper
indiscriminately, "to anyone, for any reason',? Here is the way
Farwell puts il:
[fthe meal minislry of Jesus incarnated his vision of the
kingdom of God, then ours ought to do the same. Making
"baptism" the door to the table is an exclusionary rule,
suggesting that one must enter the circle of holiness before
one can commune with the faithful. In shon, if Jesus was
hospitable to all, then we should be hospitable to all. If God
is open to all, then our table should be open 10 all. 9
Mulder described it Ihis way:
The Eucharist as a Table of inclusion of all people seems to
me to be what the ministry of Jesus was ultimately all
aboUl. 10
Second, on matters of general consideration, the importance
of distinguishing between fundamental theological issues and
immediate pastoral concerns. As Farwell, who argues fervently
against the practice, nevertheless, puts it:
We do not "check ecclesiaslical lD cards" al the altar rail
and no pastor in her right mind will deny communion to
someone who has, in fact, arrived at the altar rai l expecting
to receive. [t is another matter to extend an unconditional
invitation to communion as an official policy, publishing
I Timothy J. Mulder, ''The Eucharistic Li fe: From Table 10 S ide\\'alk,~ The New
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that policy through service bulletins, announcements,
websitcs, and the like."
Let's move, after these general considerations, to a point of view on
it from, I wi li argue, the Mercersburg tradition.
Union with Christ
In evaluati ng the proposal for indiscriminate communion,
various things enter this Mercersburg mind. One ofthcm is how it
relates to the ecumenical movement which is so much of a pan of
our tmdition, the Mercersburg Thcology being the pioneer of
ecumenism in this country aeeording to the great church historian,
Sydney Ahlstrom. I have done some research on how this subject is
treated in ecumenical documents, in current literature where it is
being discussed in national Churches-Episcopal, Presbyterian,
Methodist, Reformed. And I have consulted ecumenists- Jeffrey
Gras, ecumenical officer of the National Council of Catholic
Bishops, Paul Crow, leading ecumenist and historian of the Faith
and Order movement, Geoffrey Wainwright, drafter of the
document, Baptism. Eucharist and Ministry, Lutheran theologians
Richard Koenig and Joseph Burgess. They have helped me track
down the documents to be cited and have expressed their own
agreement with them.
Another is how the Zejtgejst may impact Christian doctrine,
as in Nevin's and Schafrs critique of the anxious bench reflecting
the culture's individualisms and subjectivisms. We' ll ask that
question too about the "open table" proposal.
Most important is the matter of the nature of this sacrament
~nd the Christology related to it. We move firs t to these theological
Issues:
Nevin states what he believes to be the classical teaching of
the Reformed tradition on the Lord 's Supper:
. .. the sacramental doctrine of the primitive RefonllOO
Church stands inseparably connected with thc idea of a
living union between believers and Christ, in virtue of which
they are incorporated into his very nature, and made to
subsist with him by the power of a conunon life. In ful l
correspondence with this conception of Christian salvation,

" Farwell, op.cil. p.2 18.
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as a process by which the believer is ~ysti,cally inse,rted
more and more into the person of Christ, tIl [becommg] thus
at last transfolTl1ed into his image, it was held that such a
real participation of his living person is involved always in
the right use of the Lord's Suppcr,ll
Holy Communion, therefore is a union with Ch~st in which the
believer is "mystically inserted more and more mto the Person of
Christ." Here is the "high" view ofthe eucharist associated with
Mercersburg __ union with the mystical presence of Jesus Christ. the
giving of a "'li fe" that overcomes death which comes to those
nourished by this divine-human Person ..
GiVen the awesome nature of this meeting, there must be a "right
use of the Lord's Supper." (I Cor 11:27-28 is in the background
here. of course). hence a prepBrntion commensurate with the nature
of the QtCaSion. Thus the Preparatory Service so much part of the
German RefolTl1ed Church liturgies. and later that of the
Evangelical and Reformed Church which used almost the exact
words of its Reformed ancestors:
Being of such a sacred nature it is plain that the Table of the
Lord can be rightly approached only by those of who are of
a truly devout, repentant and believing mind. These holy
mysteries are not for the worldl y, the irreverent. or the
indifferent. All who are impenitent and unbelieving, and
who refuse to obey the Gospel of our lord Jesus Christ have
no right to partake of this Table .... [Moreover] those doing
so cat and drink judgment to themselves, not because they
arc .... unworthy. but because the{ eat and drink unworthily,
not discerning thc Lord's Body.1
Commenting tersely on this same point in his discussion of
Reformation eucharist liturgics, Schaff says:
14
The Lord's Suppcr was nevcr intended for unbelievers.
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Why so? Here the christological assumptions entcr in. Who
is this person to whom we arc joined at the Table? He is the onc
who said "repent and believe the good news ... " (Mark I: IS) Of
course, then the warning that without such discernment of the
demands of this Body, one "eats and drinks judgment against
themselves" Hence the echo ofSchaffin the Order for Holy
Communion of the fomler E&R Church shaped by the
Mercersburg tradition:
The lord 's Table. therefore, can be rightly approached only
by those who are of a devout, repentant and believing
mind,ls
No indiscriminate invitation here, Such indulgence would seem to
be reminiscent of H. R. Niebuhr's indictment of the liberal
Protestantism of his day as espousing a "God without wrath who
brings humans without sin into a kingdom without judgment by a
Christ without the cross." The love of Christ is tough as well as
tender, at the Table as well as at the tomb.
This commitment to a disciplined Christian community had
its origins in early Christian worship practice that continues to this
day in some traditions, distinguishing the Liturgy of the
Catechumens from the Liturgy of the FaithfuL Eberhard Bethge
describes how strongly Dietrich Bonhoeffcr believed in this:
The question orthe arcane discipline was not as pcripheral
for him as the infrequency of the phrase [in his Letters and
Papers from Prison] might sugges!. ... It was predictable that
he was interested in the early Christian practice of excluding
the uninititltcd, the unbaptized catechumens, from the
second part of the liturgy in which the communion was
celebratcd and the Nicenc Creed sung,I6
Mercersburg's own stress on the cruciality of right
preparation for Holy Communion was related, of course, to its
struggle against the anthropocentric individualisms and
subjectivisms represented in the piety of the anxious bench.
"\Vhosover will may come to Jesus" if that individual feels in their
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heart so moved. The altar call of the 19 century is strikingly
arallel 10 the call to the altar of the 21sts century which invites to
P
.." to d0 so.
come forward "anyone, for any reason.. 1"f so mov<:u
Where then docs baptism cnter the picture? Back to the
Mcrcer.>burg (ennuI at ion ofthe eucharist as union with and
incorporation into Christ. Walter Krebs, in his article "Word and
Sacraments" in
.
of 1867 speaks to the
li nkage, that is to say the sequence
and Meal:
Holy Baptism is the means of grace whereby the Holy Spirit
ingrafts, for the first lime, in any substantial sense, the
believer into Christ. .. As Baptism has reference to the
introduction of lire and consequent formation of a lifeunion, so the Lord's Supper has reference to its maintenance
and growth."
Note the echo ar this assertion about baptism in the Introduction to
the Order for Baptism in the vee which does so by quoting BEM:
Through baptism Christian are brought into union with
Christ with each other and with the church of every time and
place (129)
(While the uec Orders for Word and Sacrament I and II do not
specify the Bath as preparation for the Meal they surely assume it in
the Invitation.)1t
The Mercersburg assumption is this sC<juence: baptism is entry into
life in Christ; the Supper is nourishment in the same. This is
nothing new, of course, for it is the Great Tradition of the universal
Church. The Catechism o[the Catholic Church sums it up with
way, also with its distinctive emphasis of sacrificc:
The holy Eucharist completes Christian initiation. Those
who have been raised to the dignity of the royal priesthood
by Baptism and configured more deeply by Confirmation

11 Walter E. KRbs. "The Word and lhe Sacraments:' TIle Mercersburg Rcvjew
VoL XVI, I367,371.
II Service of Word aRd Sacrament I: "This table is for all Christians woo wish to
know ~ presence of ChriSt and to share in the rommunily o fGod's peopLe·'(~)
; Service of Word and Sacrametltll: "In company with aLL believers o f every ume
and beyond lime, we come to this tabLe 10 know the risen Christ in the breaking
ofbrcad" (63)
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participate with the whole communi~ in the Lord 's own
sacrifice by means of the Eucharist. I
This requirement of baptism for those who come to the table
TUns right against our present cultural grain. Jane Rogers Vann of
Union Theological Seminary, Virginia puts it this way:
In an age of instant gratification, the idea of withholding
anything at all , for simple treats to extraordinary privileges
(and their attendant responsibilities) is quite unusual. This
culture of indulgence makes the church' s insistence on the
traditional sequence of baptism and Eucharist seem harsh.20
Ecumenical Views
By citing The Catechism of the Catholic Church. we have
entered the ecumenical arena. Thus, the relevant section from BEM
which represents Reformation and Eastern Orthodox traditions says,
Christ commanded his disciples thus to remember and
encounter him in this sacramental meal as the continui ng
people of God until his return .. .The eucharist is essentially
the sacrament of the gift which God makes to us in Christ
th rough the Holy Spirit. Every Christian receives this gift of
salvation th rough communion in the body and blood of
Christ ... each baptized member of the body of Christ
receives in the eucharist the assurancc of the forgiveness of
sins ... and the plcdgc of eternal lifc..,21
Echoing the word that the eucharist is the mea! for Christ" s
"disciples," "every Christian," "each baptized member," the
Lutheran-Episcopal Agreement says:
We affimlthe mystery of the New Birth in Christ by water
and the Spirit. Holy Baptism, duly administered with water
and in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the
~?l.y Spi.rit, and understood as God' s action of adoption,
inItIates mto the Body o f Christ and (in principal at Icast)
It wThc S

_
Chll ... h ac~nl of the ElI(hwist." Anicle 1322, Catechism o (thc: Catholic
.."...
,
'REnllhSh transLation (Liguori: Liguori PublicaliollS 1994) 334
anc ogers Vann As I S · T
.
"
.
Union Thcol . I S' . cc It oday: The Blcs.s mg of a ElI(haristic B lcs.si ng "
.
11'.Eucharist~~lCa .e mmal)' & ~n:sbytcrian School of Christian Educati on
(982), 10. ' BanJlsm, EuctJan st and Ministry (Geneva : wec Pub lica lions,

21

2) Is the pressure for an Indiscriminate eucharist coming
from cultural trends resistant to biblical norms and
disciplines, awash in individualism and the authority of
human experience?
3} Will the policy and practice of indiscriminate eucharist
affect the ecumenical future of a denomination
endorsing it?
I believe the Mercersburg answers to these 3 questions are:
No, Probably and Yes.

gives access to the Holy Eucharist and the n:ccption of Holy
.
,,12
Communion.
Or again, the Anglican-Orthodox "agreed statement on the
eucharist":
Baptism in the name ofthe Father and ofthe Son and o/Ihe
Holy Spiril.
as many ecumenical statemenls. including
oW' own on Christian initialion ...• have affirmed. Ihe
unrepeolable means 0/our rebirth and incorporation into
the body a/Christ through the action of the Holy Spirit. It is
in the Eucharist that that this new life in Christ is nourished
and strengthened by the same action ofthe Holy Spirit. "
Again the biblical sequence (Acts 2: 41-42)

Moving back closer to home, look at the the LutheranRefonncd Agteement, and also COCU. The FDA cites Marburg
Revistcd and Invitation to Action as presupposition for the
sacramental teaching of its participants, the uce and RCA
included. Both echo BEM. and Invitation to Action specifically
citing that document as its premise, "communion of the faithful "
being one of its five themes, with the latler's joint statement on the
Lord's Supper affirming that "Holy Communion richly nourishes us
in our devotion to a life of faithful discipleship ... " Baptism
initiates into discipleship and Holy Communion nourishes the
disciple. The COCU Consensus puts the same thing this way in
speaking about confirmation "as an effective sign of continuing and
growing incorporation into the life of Christ (Eph 4: 13- 16). of
which Baptism is the foundat ion and the Eucharist is the regular
renewaL" This is the recurring sequence.

Conclusion
So the subject has come up in our time and in our
traditions. Some are preSSing hard for it. From a Mercersburg
point of view it is worth asking:
1) Does it comport with a high doctrine of the Lord's
Supper that presumes and requires baptism and faith
for a graced meeting and communion with Jesus
Christ?
n

...... Joseph Burge&!> and JefTTey Gf'O$. Gro"jng CO!L~en<U~n
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II, The Prese nce of the Lord at His T able:
A Reply to Gabriel Fackre
J oseph Hedden
Pastor, Tabor United Church of Christ, Lebanon, Pennsylvania.
Dr., Fackre's essay outlines Ihe traditional Mercersburg
understandmg of the Lord's Tablc, following both Philip Schaff and
John Williamson Nevin. Nevin and Schaff both held that Christian
b~lievers and believcrs only are meant to partake in the bread and
wine. Howe.ver, must we, as Mercersburg pastors and theologians
fol.low thls.lme of thinking? Can wc assent 10 the idea of Christ
bem~ mysttcally present in the sacrament whil e at the same time
o~enmg the Table of the Lord for all people? It is Ihe purpose o f
th'dS essay ~o respond to Dr. Fackre's position and to show that an
un erstandmg of th e' 0 pen T ahi c can In
' d eed be consistent with the
Merccrsburgl Refonned und t d·
f h
Christ I .]] r. II
crs an mg 0 t e Mystical Presence o f
. Wt 0 ow Dr. Fackre's own schema in responding.
I. "rrhe Opell To bl d

Lord's Su
r t a e oes 1101/ comport wit/r a hig/r doclrine of rhe
groced m::;:nghar;resumes .and ~equires baptism alld fai th for a
an COIIIII/Ilmoll with Jesus Christ. ..

.

Let US begin quite simply' Th M .
Nevin's
unde""
~"d '
f h . e )'Stlcal
Presence of Christ,
.
.~ ..,.. , 109 ate Euch'
.
anst, IS an encounter with the
nsen Jesus himself N'
understandings as well 'as m:;~n . renou.nces . .any memorialist
SUpper. Nevin asserts' "w
antc~l/ratlOnahstlc dOctrines of the
.
e communtcate in Ihe Lo,d"
,
S supper, not
In
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with Ihe divine promise merely, not with the thought of Christ only,
not with the recollection simply of what he has done and suffered
for us, not with the lively present sense alone of his ail-sufficient,
all.glorious Salvation; but with the living Saviour himself, in the
fulness [sic] of the glorified person, made present to us for the
purpose by the power of the Holy Ghost...23 The worshiping
congregation, when panicipating in the Communion meal, meets
with their riscn Lord in the eating and drinking at the table.
It is this language of encounK'1 (sometimes called
transaction or communication in The Myslical Presence) that is so
important to Nevin. Christ is present not in the clements
themselves-sueh as in the doctrine of transubstantiation, Instead,
the entire Eucharistic action is essential for our meeting with the
Risen Christ. 2( In fact, Nevin's idea of an objective revealing of
Christ in the Supper dovetails nicely with his understanding of
organic union betwt.'Cfl the Christian and her or his Lord.
The understanding of Christ's Mystical, Real Presence as
encounter is broadly echoed across the Calvinistic wing of the
Refonncd Church, Perhaps it has been nowhere so boldly or
radically proclaimed as in the thcology of Juergen Moltmann.
Moltmann indicates that in the Communion Feast, the Risen Christ
is indeed present. In words that very well could have been written
by John Nevin, Moltmann states: "[t is not the historical
remembrance as such which provides the foundation of the Lord's
supper, but the presence of the crucified one in the Spirit of the
resurrection,,,H And exactly because it is the Risen Christ made
present, the Feast is to be understood eschatologically--that is, the
foundation of the meal is not primarily a memorial remembrance or

2l John Williamson Nevin, The My~lical Presence: If "indica/ion ofIhe Reformed
or Calviflislic Doclrjfle of/he Euchgrisl, cd. AUg'oIStine Thompson, O.P., (1.8.
Lippinoon: Pbibdelphia, \846; rqlr., Wipfand Stock: Eu~~, Oregon, 20CXl),
S2·S3 .
.. "And so _lay,the lacrament of the Lord's Suppcr-notthe ..Iemenu, of
~urse, as JUCh, but the IflJtISIlCliQn, the sacramentat mystery IS a whole-~Iudes, or makes prtSent objectively, the lrUe life of ChriSI. ...." Ibid, 114.
Juergen Moltmann, 771e Clrurch jn Ihe Poweroflhe Spiri/. 1n1lS. Margaret

Koht, (Fortress Press: Minneapoli$, 1993), 250.
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the upper room but rather a celebration of the in-breaking of God's
Kingdom through raising Jesus from the dead. 26
The New Testament witness is unanimous that the
encounters with thc Risen Jesus are unpredictable, and demonstrate
remarkable signs of the coming age-- the Kingdom of God. Mary
Magda[ene expects to find Jesus imprisoned in the tomb and does
nOI recognize his presence in the garden. (John 20: 1-18) Later on
that same day, the Risen Jesus appears suddenly among the
disciples, despite locked doors. (John 20: 19) Luke reports that
Jesus vanishes and appears with startling unpredictability. (Luke
24:13-35) All four Gospels confinn that encounters with the Risen
Christ are surprising and shocking.
If we aflinn that our encounter today in the Feast is with
that same Risen Jesus, then we must also aflinn, with the New
Testament witnesses, the fTecdom of the Risen Christ. The Risen
Christ is freed from all bonds both literal and figurative. Fencing
Ihe table-whether to include only the baptized, only the confinned,
even only the Christian believers-is a disavowal that the table is
the Lord' s table and it is the freed, Risen Lord, not the church, who
issues the invitation. 27 To state the matter using more precise
thcological vocabulary, we may indeed say that because of the
Freedom of Ihe Risen Christ, the Sacrament of the Eucharist can be
the cause of conversion for an unbeliever.
It should OOllle as no surprise that Nevin denies that the
Eucharist can be a cause for conversion to Christianity. He writes:
"The objcct of the institution (of the Supper] is to oonfinn and
advance the new life, where it has been already commenced, It has
no power to oonvcn such as are still in their sins.,,28 However, it is
hard 10 reconcile this statement with the Real Presence of the Risen
Christ or even "Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and
forever," (Hebrews 13:8) Isn't the presence of Christ himself
oonverting? Saul of Tarsus was convened while 'still in his sins'
by an enoounter wilh the Risen Christ. Must a Mercersburg
theologian split the Risen Christ in two--one present generally in
1bid ,242.26O.
IT tbid, 244.
:N.

:II

Nevin, 172.
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conversion and one present only in the sacrament for the baptized?
To deny someone the sacrament o n the grounds that they are not
baptized, could bc, at least potentially, denying them access to the
converting presence of the Risen Chris\.

2. "[The pressure for all illdiscriminate EuciJarist probably comes}
from cII/tural trends resistant to biblical flOrms and disciplines,
a .....ash in individualism and th e authority of human experience. "

you for the forgi veness of sins," (Matthew 26:28) we recall our own
unworthy approach and our own false pride before the bread and the
cup. Writing on the matter of forgiveness, and in an entirely
different context than the meal, Dietrich Bonhoeffer states:
Even when s in and misunderstanding burden the communa!
life, is not the sinning brother [sic] still a brother, wi th
whom, I, too, sland under the Word of Christ? Will not his
sin be a constant occasion for me to give thanks that both of
us may live in the forgiving love of God in Jesus Christ?
Thus the very hour o f d isillusionment wi th my brother
btx:omes incomparab ly salutary, because it so thoroUghly
teaches me that neither of us can ever live by our own words
and deeds, but only by that one Word and Deed which really
JO
binds us together--the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.

•

On this point I most strongly d isagree, Perhaps for some
open communion is an accommodation to modem culture and
individualism.
However, a quick view of severa l leading
theologians advocating for the Open Table quickly gives one pause:
Markus Barth, Gordon Lathrop, and Jucrgen Moitmann. 29 All o f
these theologians are committed to church orthodoxy and biblical
Christianity. Instead, one could propose that the Open Table is
about a rediscovery of the New Testament virtues o f hospitality and
forgi veness. Hospitality is a bedrock issue for the New Testament
and Jesus' gracious hospitality was indeed scandalous. "This man
eats with sinners and tax collectors."(Luke 5:30) " If this man were a
prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of
woman she is-that she is a sinner." (Luke 7:39) We in the church
should expect to be scandalized by the openness, the foolishness of
Christ's hospitality--for Christ calls the weak, the lame, and the
broken, C hrist's followers come from the highways and byways.
And, in the Sacrament of the Lord's SUpJ)I.'f, we are indeed
reminded of the power of grace to overcome our divisions
(Ephesians 2: 14). We should remember that we live by grace--no t
just the others or the outsiders live by grace, but we ourselves!
Remembering the words of our Lord in the sacrament, "given for
Although outside the scope orchis paper, it would ~ interesting 10 look al the
communal and c«lcsial argumcnlS emplo~d by Banh. Lallvop,.nd MoHmann.
A1llhree e~plieilly ovoid individualistic .rgumcnlS for the Open Table in fa~"Qr of
communal ones, SC(: Marku.s Barth, Redisco,-.,ring Ihe Lord's Supper, (John
Kno~ PresJ: Louisvilk, Ky; 1988; repr,. Wipf and Stock, Eugene, OR. 2006);
G~rdon La~luop, Ifoly 11Iings: A Lilurgicol Theology, (Augsburg Fortre~:
Mumeapohs, 1993); and Jucrgenn MoHmann, The Church in Ihe Powuoflhe
Iloly Spirit.
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Remembering how strongly the Protestant Confessions connect the
meal to forgiveness, we too can recall the mercy found at the
Table.ll We realize that we all stand under the judgment and
forgi veness of Christ-saint and sinner, Christian and non,
redeemed and lost. Indeed, I would propose that the Sacrament of
the Table teaches us how to rely on grace, and no t on our own
works. The Open Table, specifically, is an exceptional ritual
enacUUcnt of justification by faith and of Bonhocffer's. living :'in
the forgiving love of God in Jesus Christ." We come WIth nothmg
in our hands and we have no ri ght to approach the table-yet,
because of Christ's invitation, we come, side by side wi th the least
of these and the little ones.

3) "[The policy and practice of indiscriminate Eucharist will] affect
the ecumeTlical fittwe ofa denomillatioll endorsing it . .,
•

Dietrich BontlOdfer, Life Togethcr, tl1l"'. John W. Dobcr.;lein, (Harper and
Ro,,~ New York, 1954). 28.
II F orgi"encss of sins is the first of Ihe listed bcnefilS in bOlh luther's Small
Catechism and the Heidelberg Catechi sm. See Philip Scha ff. The Creeds of
Christendom, Volume 3, ( lJ aIpCf & Brothers: New York, 1811).91; 332·333.
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Dr. Fackre is clearly morc familiar with thc ecwnenical
movement than I am. I will not ar~,'ue with his conclusion here for [
believe he is essentially correct. The Open Table will clearly have
ecumenical repercussions; some of them ncgative.
Instead of
disagreeing wi th this point, then, I will propose some ecumenical
ways forward.
First, let us be clear: Baptism before the meal will always be
the nann. The Biblical or recurring sequence to which Dr. Fackre
refers (Baptism, then Eucharist) is, o f course, the way in which
most of us came into the faith and it will be so in the future.
However, as noted above, several proponcnts of the Open Table are
also well-known li turgicaVecclesiasticai theo logians. Are they
'voices crying in the wilderness' attempting to get us to study more
carefully our own biblicaVtheological roots? We may want to listen
to what biblical texts have moved them to advocate for an Open
Table. [t should also be noted th at, even among the leading
proponents of the Opcn Table, catcchesis and baptism are the next
essentiai steps in Christian fonnation and discipline.12
Second, there would seem to be some eommon ground on
the ecumenical field regarding the sacrament. Both Dr. Fackrc and
I argue for the Real, Mystical Presence. Proponents of Open Tab le
can indeed claim the label Christocentric, just as Nevin and Schaff
affinned that identification for themselves. A frui tful line o f
conversation may indeed be: what do we mcan by Christocentrism?
How is Christocentrism vi tal to the sacrament? What sort of shape
would our Eucharistic practice take if it were fully Christocentric?
Third, in OUT 21 $I Century post modem unders tandings, we
have largely abandoned the certainties (but not the convictions
themselves) that drove the sacramental debates of the 16'" Century.
In other words, we at least tty to be more modest in describing the
how o f Christ's presence in the sacrament. For example, many
theologians and pastors now acknowledge that all OUT attempts to
labe l the means of Christ's presence (consubstantiation,
transubstantiation, myst ical presence, memorialism and so on) arc
n~t biblical tems but attempts 10 explain intellectually the Biblical
witness. Therefore, can we not say--in all humility--that there is

some room for ambi&'Uity and mystery in the modem understanding
of the sacrament? The Lord's Table is indeed a mystery. Might we
wish to confess it as such?
The Open Table is more than a debate on church tradition
and modem congregational practi ce. First, the Mystical Presence
and the Open Table can indeed exist side by side in our
congregational life and in our theology. Second, the understandings
that lead to an Open Table do indeed have biblical relevance and
substance.
Finally, though we will not agree ecumenically, the
practice of the Open Table may lead us to a deepcr understanding of
the tenns we use and our own b ias in understanding said tenus.
Works C ited
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Ill. A Response
to Joseph Hedden '5 Thougbtful Response
Pastor Hedden and I have a history. I came to know and app reciate
this fine pastoral theologian wh ile Icaching at Pittsburgh Seminary
for a term in 1996-1997, saw him in action with his colleague Jim
Fishbaugh while anending their church on occasion in that period,
and have been associated with him since in the Mercersburg
Society. Here is a wonhy critic of my essay, as we both share basic
convictions not only about what transpires in the eucharist but about
many things theological.
So how come this difference on the "Open Table"? I'll try to sort
this out briefly in this response.
A major premise of Joe's argument, as I read iI, is his stress on " the
freedom of the Risen Christ," the sovereign One able to offer
himself and his gifts when and where he so chooses, not being
bound by human restrictions, and in this case, ecclcsial sta ndards.

Surely, this stress on the divine sovereignty is good Reformed
thinking. It is no accident that Moltmann is referenced as his
theology of hope tilts that sovereignty forward, all claims to the
domestication of the End in the Now being considered suspect. And
that Markus Barth who stresses so the Reformed finitum non capax
infinili could sharply attack BEM including its accent on the Real
Presence, and tell one of his students fresh from study at SI.
Andrcw's, "Beware the Scottish sacramentalists'" (no doubt having
Thomas Torrance in mind).
What happens when the Reformed accent on the freedom and
majesty of God/the Risen Christ becomes the defi ning criterion for
matters eucharistic? lIS logic is Zo.;inglianism that distances deity
from the Supper. Yet Pro Hedden IS no memorialist but a strong
beli~er in the Real Presence at the Table. Indeed, ;he encounter
~ere IS seen ~ poten.ti.ally a converting sacrament, echoing a strain
In the ~eth;>dISt tradItion.. (I have quizzed Geoffrey Wainwright,
MethodIsm s best known mterpreter, on this since he drafted the
BEM document in which, contrarywise, Bath and Meal are
l6

,

inextricable. He told me that Wesley assumed thaI those so
potentially convertible at the Table were in that period all assumed
to have been baptized. Further, that the current Methodist margi I
allowance for the unbaptized partaking is understood as a reques~a
for entering the community, the pastor being expected to confer
right away with the unbaptized communicant about the need for
baptism.) Perhaps Pastor Hedden would hold this to be the case too
as he recognizes the linkage of Baptism and Supper as the norm. '
What I leamed from ten years of dialog with the Lutherans, fOUf of
them on the Reformed-Lutheran team that laid the groundwork for
the 1997 Formula of Agreement, is that we have admonitions to
hear from that tradition, as well as admonitions to give to it. The
two-way street is our offer to them of the accent on Reformed
sovereignty -/J OII capax-on many matters (social ethics, updating
confessions, even on the eucharist), and Lutherans teaching us
something abou t their accent on the divine solidarity-capaxespecially so regarding the inseparability of the Hcad from the
Body. In Lutheran Bonhocffer'S wise words in Act and Being,
Christ is "haveable ... within the church." In mailers eucharistic, the
promises of Christ are to be believed: his freedom is to be for us as
well as from us, in binding himsel f to and with us in the church
through the indissolubility of Word, water and bread/wine.
Interestingly, the Lutherans in the pre-FOA discussions recognized
a kindred respect for that promise in the Mercersburg tradition of
their RefomlCd interlocutors thai, I believe, had something to do
with us, finaHy, having an FOA. (Of course, the common
commitment to Real Presenee and the inseparability of Bath and
Meal is stated differently, as in the Mercersburg construal of the
former as the Holy Spirit bringing the baptized communicant into
spe<:ial relationship with the real humanity of the Risen Christ, and
admonishment of Lutherans of the temptation to domesticate Christ
"in, with and under" the elements... even as they admonish us ofthe
temptation to so stress the distance of the Risen Christ from the
action and clements thai we bl..'COme Zwinglians.) So the lesson, for
me, on this issue is wariness of a too rigid insistence on the divine
sovereignty ("the freedo m of the Risen Christ"') to the neglect of the
divine sol idari ty with us in the church that would put in jeopardy
37

the promise of Christ to come to us in the church with its linkage of
Bath and Meal, and thus, inadvertently, play into the current
culturally shaped bw.2 words of a boundaryless "hospitality" and
"inclusivity. "
A final observation. The reason there arc such finn preparatory
warnings in classical Mcrcersburg, Reformoo, and E and R
liturgies, following I Corinthians II: 27-29-now sadly lost even
in many of our current Bath-Meal eucharists-is becausc the Real
Presence of Christ is a tough as well as tender love, a '-holy love"
(P.T. Forsyth). It is not, as such, "converting." That is why the
liturgy holds that the Risen Christ in the eucharist, always thcrc by
his promise, is "efficacious" only when approached with a graced
penitence and faith. Othcrwise we invite the Corinthian j udgment as
we encounter our Lord there, "not because they (we] are sinners,
but because they [we] are impenitcnt sinners ... not discerning the
Lord's Body."

Thank you, Joseph Hedden, for attempting to make the case for an
Open Table, not by the too-frequent culturally captive categories"sloppy agape" in our lingo·- but from within the Mercersburg
tradition itself. For all that, I don't bel ieve that case can be madc.

APOSTOLI C, O RGANIC, AN D DIVID ED:
Mcreersberg Th en and Faith & Order Now
the Reverend Mr. W. Scott Axford
A Lecture given at the 2007 Convocation of the Mercersberg
Society, on Tuesday, JuneSth

"Before thc reunion of Christendom can be accomplished,
we must expect providential events, new Pentecosts, new
refonnations-as great as any that have gone before. The twentieth
century has marvelous surprises in store fo r the Church and the
world, which may surpass even those of the nineteenth. History
now moves with tclegraphic speed, and may accomplish the work
of years in a single day. The modem inventions of the steamboat,
the telegraph, the power of c\ectricity, the progress of science and
of international law (whiCh rCb'Ulates commerce by land and by sea,
and will in due time make an end of war), link all the civilizations
into one vast brotherhood.l l "
"Conclusion: We welcome to the reunion of Christcndom all
denominations which have followed thC di vine Master and have
done his work. Let us forgive and forget their many sins and errors,
l4
and remember only their virtues and merits. ,.
"There is room for all these and many other Churches and
Societics in the Kingdom of God, whose height and depth and
length and breadth, variety and beauty, surpass human
comprehension." A quotation of Romans 11:33-36 then ends, "To
him be the glory forever. Amen." II
Thus wrote the Reverend Doctor Philip Schaff in concluding
what he called "the sum of my life and of my theological activities,
. ,,111 d
an d my testament to the church and to my contemporanes. ,an
what Doctor Klaus Penzel , in his wo nderful 1991 intellectual
n Klaus P=

t, ed. Philip ScIItljJ. I/islOriun und Am/xJ.ssudor o/rlte Uni,W"SQ1
Church. SelecTed Writings. ",tcrcer Unh'Crsit)' PI"l:SS (Macon, Georgia, t99 1j, p.
334. Hencc, ··PCIl1.cl"·. I am indebled 10 Conl'ocalion organizer the Rcl'. Dr.
Uewdl)n P. Smith of lite Sociely's Corp<>ralc Board for furnislting me willt litis
invaluable book- from lhe Andove r-NeWlon Tlloological School [Franklin

r~~.i:~6~O less.
11 1'cnzcl.340.
,. Pcnul, 296.
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without the school of authority and obedience. In the same way we
may say, that the honor of the New Testament is not diminished,
but increased rather and properly guarded, by giving the Old
Testament all due credit and importance as a preparatory
dispensation of the Gospel,39
He adds: " Development is properly identical with history
itself; for history is life, and all life involves growlh, evolution and
progress. Our bodily existence, all our menIal faculties, the
Christian life, and the satisfaction of every individual, constitute
such a process of development from the lower to Ihe higher. Why
should not the same law hold, when applied to Ihe whole, the
communion which is made up of individuals? .... why not also in
the Church?'..0
Of particular note for us, and in this place, Dr. Schaff writes:
"To this position has, for example, Dr, [John Williamson] Nevin
been forced .... Consequentiy there remains for him nothing except
the Gennan theory of development, which, in the mean time, is held
in reproach by almost all English theologians. As long as he
adheres to Ihis theory an exodus to Rome will be impossible, as it
would be retrogression, and consequently a nullification of the
fundamental law of historical development. For this, in the nature
of the case, implies progress, an advance from the lower to the
higher, and this must hold good when applied to the Church.""..1
One hears here the consistent references to progress and
regression, and, applied to the divided Body of Christ, a conviction
that the history studded with divisions must necessarily be one
embodying forward movCffient, synthesis out of antithesis (perhaps
out of 95 Theses!), and a new and higher understanding of the One,
Holy, Apostolic, and Calholic (Universal) Christian Church, The
Refonnation, for example, is for Dr. Schaff " not a work of Sutan,
but a divine fact, which we for a good reason believe, it must be

compendium of Dr. Schaff and the church, on which I largely draw,
called "the culmination of a life abounding in ecumenical
aspirations and accom~lishments; ... the end result of the long road
Schaff had traveled.',] Entitled The Rel/nion oj Christendom and
delivered at least in part at the famous World's Parliament of
Religions at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, as well
as for the National Conference of the Evangelical Alliance Ihere, at
risk to his health and against medical advice, it was virtually Dr.
Schaff's last public pronouncement before his death a month later
in New York on October 20th ,
I would like to consider, of necessity briefly, firsl,
something of that 19'h-century vision, at least as culled by Dr.
Penzei, second, ecumenical work in our own century and lasl, give
for our Society'S ongoing reflection, its tendencies, limitations, and
possibilities for the 21il century ecumenical situation, at least,
second, as it seems from my own regular involvement as a State
Council of Churches Faith and Order Co-Chainnan, and member of
the Faith and Order Commission of the National Council of
Churches.
First, we consider the approach of Dr. Schaff to the
Apostolic, Organic-and Divided--Church: an approach I suspect
is still rather present among us today. Writing in the January 1855
Mercersberg Review on ';Gennan theology and the Church
Question", he defines himself as "a Protestant di vine of the Gennan
historical school.")' We recognize that school's influences of Hegel
and Schiennacher-of dialectic, idealism, and pietism---categories
by which he analyzed that Church Question. In addition to being
commendably irenic (especially for its time), we find throughout its
theory of historical development.
As he wrote in 1855's Review: "TIle noblest and most
efficient way of defending Protf."Stantism, is nol to run down and
abus.e, but rather to glorify and defend Catholicism, as the bearer of
me(i1acval Christianity, and as a necessary preparation for
Protestantism itself, without which the latter could as little have
made its appearance, as Christianity without Judaism, or as liberty

Penzcl, 105.6.
010 Penzc l, 109.
41 Penzcl.II O. 1 am grateful to Society 1I.lcmber Professor Dr. John Payne for his
upJanalion of this quotation during the subsequent queslion time: Dr. Schaff
Icncw of Dr. Nevin's deepening doublS aoout me validity ofProlCStant Church
and SOUghl \Q COI.lnler the taller's considCTiltion of whether this meanl he must
wm'crt 10 Roman Catholicism.
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viewed and defended as a new phase in the progressive
development of Protestantism, as an admnce on the earlier periods
of the history of the Church.,,42 This outlook he calls "the last but
..,
safe ane hor" on t he ques,Lon.

One cannot resist-again, especially in this placeobserving a similar understanding of Refonnation development
among the first generation of New England Unitarian
Congregationalists during the period of Andover's founding 200
years ago. This is a stream especially flowing through Professor
Sydney Ahlstrom's documentary volume on them, An American
Re!ormarion u , with the Rev. Dr. Henry Whitney Bellows'
description in 1859 of his . colleagues "as Protestants of the
Protestants',4S, not "advocating a return to systems we have
abandoned .... not in the interest of Romanism .. . a iming at the reestablishment of a hierarchy ... .'M One recalls the Rev. Dr. William
Ellery Channing's early question about his colleagues: "Do they no t
dissent from their brethren simply because they believe that their
brethren dissent from their LordT,41 The sound you hear is the
rumbling in the Andover Study of his correspondent, the Reverend
Dr. Moses Stuart, located just down the street (and perhaps from the
48
Reverend Dr. Samuel Miller, down the turnpike ).
One sees this doctrine of Church development applied when
Dr. Schaff wrote that "the historic denominations are pennanent
forces and represent various aspects o f the Christi an religion which
supplement each other.',4~ Undoing them "would destroy all
denominational distinctions and thus undo the work of th e past. so
Rathe r, evincing his future vision and optimism, he deelares: "Ail
:' Penul, 110. In all quotalions, any emphasis is in lhe original.
1 Penzel , 110.

•'J Ahlstrom & lohrt.ailian S. Carey, OOs., Wesleyan Universily Pfe~s, 1985.

Ahlstrom, op. cil., p. 384. "The Suspense of Faith, A Discourse on lhe State of
the Church".
<6 Ahlstrom, op. cit., p. 313.
" 11Ie Works o/Williom E. Chamrlng, D.O. American Unitarian Association .
(BOSlOn, 1878), p. 480. ''The System of E~ctusion and Denunciation in Religion
Q,nsidered." (1815).
.. L.e., at pnnceton.
.
"Penul, 309.
.openul,3 10.
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divisions of Christendom will, in th e providence of God, be made
subservient to a greater hannony. Where the sin of schism has
abounded, the grace o f future union wi\! much more abound."sl
One notes at this point his use of the passive voice: of
present divisions to be made part o f a greater reunion in the future.
"[Cjhureh history," he declares, "shows that this opposition, and
that all errors and divisions, even though they may have a long and
almost universal prevalence, must, in the end, serve only to awaken
the church to her real work, to call forth her deepest energies, to
furnish occasion for higher developments, and thus to glorify th e
name of God and his Son Jesus Chris\.,,!2
[ am reminded of the perceptive question (in a different
context) of a nearby colleague and fellow Mercersberg member:
" Arc denominations the gracious flowering of human diversity---<lr
are they the manifestation of human sin?"Sl We take as a
commonplace this tradition's upholding of the organic over the
atomized in our understanding of the Christian Church, but one
senses the matter is less definitively upheld than may at first appear.
We find a practical ecclesial application of this outlook of
historic development in 1890, when, after the General Assembly of
the Presbyterian Church (of which Dr. Schaff was by now a
member in New York) voted unexpectedly to revise (of all things)
its Westminster Confession of Faith. He endorsed the project in his
paper "Creed Revision in the Presbyterian Ch urch es." Observing
that "the desire for some change is deep, general, and irresistible",54
he stated that " It is impossible for indi vidual Christians or churches
to be stationary; they must either go forward, or go backward."S!
The point here is not the merits of the Creedal question itself, for
which we have nei ther time---nor, may I say, at the moment, an
Effectual Calling. Rather, it is to notice Dr. Schaffs categories of
analysis, and his framing the question as one of inevitable
development, be it forward or backward. He saw church history as
5, Pcnzel. 310.
"Penzd, 132.
5J Th
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"the best and most complete defellse of Christianity".s6 As Dr.
Pcnzcl swnmarizes it: "to define the nature of the church is to
define the task of the church historian ... . that only those who know
the Universal history of the church can also be expected to perceive
the true nature of the Universal Church."" This is the Of po site of
the order of the three-year Andover curriculum Pew descri bed
for us yesterday. In fairness, his most commonly held academic
chair, after all, from Mercersberg to Union Seminaries, was
Professor, not of Thea logy, but of Church History.
The commitment and lifelong witness and work of Ihe
Reverend Professor Philip Schaff was to the life and unity of the
Body of Christ, evidenced by his charitable and interested positive
comments on its often-maligned parts, particularly of Roman
Catholics when speaking to Protestants. He once wrote, pointedly,
that "The hatred of Rome covers a multitude of sins.,,'19 This
commitment is a clear and lasting legacy, and, indeed may be called
an irenic and shining light in the life of 190;11 century Christendom .
I'm particularly happy to note, in his 1893 World 's Parliament
address, his positive mention of the Universalist protest against "a
gross materialistic theary of hell with all its Dantcsque horrors",
and of our doctrinal roots in common wilh Grigen and SI. Gregory
of Nyssa. 60 And: he even referred to our antecedents in this place as
the CongregatioMI, not Puritan, Church-thus presaging, among
us, a long-prosecuted (and eventually successful) project in our own
day by our fellow-member-and, imminently retiring colleague-from nearby Chestnut HiII :'1 "Congregational", not " Puritan".
So what, then, ultimately, is Dr. Schaff's vision for the
divided Body of Christ?

" Penu:l, 147.
11 Perw:l, 125.

Dr. Margarel Bendrolh, Exoxu live Dirox lor of Ihe American Congregalional
Associalion, BOtlon.
"Penzel, 107. 1OOlt.

Perhaps influenced by hi s experience of Ihe mela-ereedal
prussian Union Church in Germany,f>l and as suggcsled by our
opening quotation: he l~ked "to a higher union of P'rOieltantism
and Catholicism III theIr pure fonns, freed from thclr respective
errors and infinnities. These yearnings of the prescnt, when
properly matured, will doubtless issue in a reformation far more
glorious, than any the Church has yct secn.'.63 Hc also, of course,
saw the numerous local German Reformed-Lutheran arrangements
in local towns in Pennsylvania. During the 1890 Presbyterian
controversy, he coneluded that " We need a theology, we need a
confession, that stans, not from eternal decrees, which transcend the
utmostlimilS of our thoughts, nor from the doctrine of justification
by faith, nor from the Bible principle, nor from an particular
doctrine, but from the living person of Jesus Christ, the God-man
and Savior of the World . .. .Iove is the key which unlocks his
character and all his works .... We necd ... a bond of sympathy
between the various folds of thc one flock of Christ, and [so)
prepare the way for the great work of the future .. . :.64
It is an almost eschatological vision, reflective in some ways
of 19th century idealism, not to mention pietism, and of a
professor's understanding of historical development, albeit one
under the Providence of God. It has been observed that Dr. Schaff,
for all his imponant work funhering what he called "a bond of
sympathy" among fellow disciples, never, as Dr. Penzel puts it,
"offered a spt:cifie , detailed blueprint of the concrete ecelesiastical
arrangement that would embody the 'evangelical catholicism' he so
fervently hoped and worked fo r.'tf>S Indeed, hi s lifelong friend, D.
William Julius Mann, who would embrace Lutheran
eonfessionslism, was among those critical of him on this point."
Rather, Dr. Schaff looked to "that sal vation [which) comes not from
theology, science, or learning, under any fonn ... but from life, from
those divine-human powers, those aged yet ever youthful
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have founded and which alone can
renew and complete the Church.'
Second, we tum now to the ecumenical work of our own
century. albeit quite briefly, and particularly as this work of unity is
understood and practiced in what we have come to call the Faith
and Order Movement, both in our own Churches' participation in
Stale and National such Commissions (which next month [19-23
July] will celebrate ilS SO'" Anniversary, at Oberlin College), and in
what since 1948 has become the World Council of Churches. Then,
last, equipped ....1th this admittedly initial understanding, I shall
5Uy

w
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conclude with a few observations about the resources, situation, and
challenges which we, honoring the Merscersberg tradition, and into
a Society fonned, faco--colleclively as a Society, and in our
various denominations and local churches. (I'm happy to note the
resonance of some of what follows with last night's pulpit
eloquence.)"
What we think of, broadly, as the ccumenical movement,
has, of course, many sources, including such as Dr. Schaff's
Evangelical Alliance, and the World Parliamcnt, and the call for
missionaries in historically non-Christian and colonial lands, and
Christians' reaction to the unprecedented carnage of the First World
War in Christian Europe. The first sources, of course, arc Christ's
own call and high priestly prayer "that they may all be one" in John
17:21, and the Great Commission in Matthew 28: 19-20, and similar
Gospel imperatives. In thc United Statcs, the Federal Council of
Churches, from 1908 on, was fonned to encourage mutual
cooperation among the separate Protestant denominations, with an
attempt at that point NOT to make too much of theological
divisions but to act together based on a broad Christian consensus.
This body would later become the National Council of Churches of
Christ in the United States of America, and it would come to reflect
the more explicit theological basis of the World Council of
Churches in Geneva. This latter body, explicitly NOT as a superor one-world-ehurch, was fonned in 1948, putting together three
61 Pcazel, LIS.
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previously separ~te ec~mcnical projects: the International
Missionary CounCil, the Life and Work movement (concerned with
common Christian res~nses 10 war, poveny. oppression, and
nalural disasters), and Fallh and Order (concerned with overcoming
doctrinal barriers 10 the visible unity of Ihe church, such as
sacraments, ministry, and ecclesiastical authority). You will find
this and morc, in the Rev. Dr. Michael Kinnamon's 2003 book The
69
Vision of the Ecumenical Mo\'emcnt. The First World Confen..'flce
on Faith and Ordcr was in Lausanne in 1927, followed by
Edinburgh in 1937 (the capital of that great country of emigration
and cleaved-to memories), and then Amsterdam for the World
Council fonnation in 1948, and down to the present. These are
those among us today who have attended some of these quadrennial
assemblies.
Soon local councils of churches gave regional roots 10 such
global and denominational work, wilh Faith and Ordcr
Commissions representing bodies both in and out of fonna! Council
Membership (most prominently Roman Catholics) as part of these
local instilutions-as, for example. the one I co-chair in Rhode
Island with the priest who is the Ecumenical Officer of the Roman
Catholic Diocese of Providence. Sometimes these departments are
variously named, such as the Commission on Christian Unity of the
Massachusetts Council of Churches (whose lonb>time distinguished
Executive Minister, the Rev. Dr. Diane Kessler of the United
Church of Christ, has just rctired). Some of those participants, too,
are with us here toda y.
Lukas Vischer, of the World Council Secretariat, provid".d a
valuable introduction to Faith and Order in his 1963 Documentary
Hislory.70 He poinls to the particular context and nature of Faith &
Order work and reports, undergirded by a theory of engagement,
conversation, and, therefore, relatiollship. He explains: " In contrast
with numerous earlier efforts towards unity, the modem ecumenical
movemcnt does not consist in an appeal to the churches to
overcome the differences which separate them on the basis of a
: ::"hatkc ~ress (Sl u llais), p. 124.
]921~ V'SCli<:r, ed., A Docum('nlory His/ory oflire Foillr & Order Mowmenl .
63. The Bethany l'r<=ss (SI. louis). Hencc. "Vischer'·.
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certain predetermined undmtanding of unity. Ra~h~r, ~he eh~rehes
have resolved, on the basis of their common. ongm 10 Chnst, to
enter into conversation with one another, and In the framework or
this tentative rellowship to seck the way to greater unity and to
rollow this way as it may be revealed and opened to them by
God.,,71 Note the octil'e-tense verbs: "to enter into"; "to seck the
wai'; "to follow this way".
.'
.
Mr. Vischer describes this as "a reiatlOnshtp of systematic
theological conversation wilh one another"n wherein "The
delegates have 10 ask themselves what steps the churches take today
on the basis of the present situation and what steps ought to be
aimed at and achievcd.,,71 Mr. Vischer comments: ';This statemem
is or far-reachi ng imponance. For it altm, so to speak, the
perspective.,,74 I comment: it sure does, and in concrete ways.
Today.
By the fonnation of the World Council in 1948, he observes,
"the encounter had become a real commitment. From now on the
churches were living together.,,7' (After all, remember the insight
which rollowed reading the conclusion to Professor Alasdair
Macintyre's After Virtue :76 what is the most difficult thing
Christians are called to do in this life? Answer: to live with other
Christians.)
And, central to this is substantive, sustained, and systematic
theological engagement. Again, rrom Mr. Vischer: ;'the theological
conversation follows its own laws and needs in accordance with its
own character. It must certainly take place within the context orthe
living rellowship or the churches, but it must not come to bc
dominated by practical and pragmatic considerations." Its special
position corresponds to that or "theology in the church as a
whole ... the churches have agreed to give it this important place in
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their common life.',l1 And, as we have obse,;"ed all-too-often in our
own time, woe be to those churches that don t1
I am happy to say that I have seen this theological primacy
'n action at the National Council. In our March meeting two years
~o at Morehouse College in Atlanta, in the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., Chapel, the Faith and Order Commission was presented
with a so-called urgent statement on the environment rrom a variety
or seminary proressors who had a recognizable and mutual political
bent. The draft statement began: "God's Earth is sacred." Now,
although that political bent was probably shared by most or those
present- and some said that the issue was so dire as to require some
kind of statement, doctrinal niceties aside-it was wonderful to see
theological integrity trump everything else. Many of us, from the
Refonned to the Lutherans to the Greeks, couldn't get past the first
four words: "God's Earth is sacred." No it isn't, we said.
Christians are neither pagans not pantheists, nor panentheists. The
word wenl back: Don't ask ror Faith and Order's imprimatur when
you don't have the theology straight. The Council staffer present
quickly moved to put the statement on the Table. It 's still there.
(Thanks be to God, the Creator of heaven and carth, the sea, and all
that in them is!)
When we consider what issues the Commission needs to
take up (there are about four groups at various stages or a rour-year
process called a "quadrenium" leading to a published document),
our criteria are whether they are church-di viding, or, for that matter,
church-uniting. My own quadrenium at the moment is on
Justification, Sanctification, Divinization (Theosis), and Justice,
chaired by a Greek Orthodox Proressor of Theology at Providence
College (a Dominican school).73 And we go right at the questions,
as only committed rellow-believers can. I remember when the
Orthodox talked of how the sacrament of Baptism changes our
human fla(lIre as we become more and more divine (that's what
"Iheosis" is). We had to scrape our Dutch Refonned colleah'Ue79 off
the ceiling, along with the rest of us Calvinists. As he said to his
" Viseher, 18.
: Professor Dr. Despina " rass is.
ProfC~5()r Dr. George Vandervelde Christi an Reformed Church now of
blessc:d memory (d, 20(6).
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fri d f ony years: "This was all clear enough till you
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bloody Greeks came up with all these obscure wor s.
ose
inqu iry then followed as to the exact meaning of the relevant Greek
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I also remember vividly when the then- R,oman Ch
at 0 i Ie
Bishop of Providcnce80 came to Rhod~ Island FaIth ~ Order to
discuss John Paul II's 1995 papal encyclical, VI Unum Sml. When
he got to the sentence stating that the Church at Rome has pre,scTwd .
a line of unity in the Western Church for 2000 years, guess who
went ballistic: the Lutherans! II's wonderful to hear how these
traditions yet speak:.
. .
The point to be made fo r our ref1ectl~n t~day ,IS that of the
substantive and sustained work on issues whICh IS Faith and Order
in its essence. Consider the tangible developments in our O....'ll
lifetimes: the 1999 Roman-Lutheran Joint Declaration on
lustification by Faith (dismissed as a possibility by Dr. Schafl),
done 482 years after Luther; the 1999 ncw agreement on parishes
and mutual episcopal ordination (ctc.) between the Episcopalians
and the Lutherans; the 1997 Refonned-Lutheran Formula of
Agreement on mutual affinnation and admonition, in which some
here present had a hand; the now-historic 1982 Faith & Order Papcr
Baptist. Eucharist. and Ministry (" BEM"), and thc marc recent one
on the supposedly unto uchable "ecumcnicalthird-rail", The Natllre
and Purpose of the Church.1998, which the Rhode Island &
Massachusetts Slate Councils discussed together via Faith & Order
in twelve sessions extending ovcr a year-and-a-half across the Iwostate region (one of which was here local1y at Merrimack Col1ege).
Not to mention (though I just did) thc Consultation on Common
Texts, which gave us the 1983 Common Lectionary and al1 the local
church study, fellowship, and common materials which resulted.
These achievements, surely gifts of the Holy Spirit, rest not
on theories of history, nor just on mutual cooperation (one that
b'llllrdS our continuing and separate institutional bureaucracies), but
on what Mr, Vischer describes as altered perspectives, and on
focused theological conversation.
terms.

-Tho: Most Re-.-erend Robert Muh'ey (retired, 2005).
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And so, Lost. this brings me, in the light of all this, to some
d' g thoughts for our own common work and witness.
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Commission (read "Life and Work ), h ~ 1~ we .nown to many 0
He was in Boston for the 2004 Chnstmn Umty Prayer Octave,
~~d in providence in the 19905 for the annual New England
Ecumenical institute, held at his alma mater, Brown, and was
recently in Rome to present a paper for the Disciples on the
Eucharist. He has met over the years with at least thirty different
State Councils across the United States.
The full title of his book gives you its slant: The Vision of
the Ecumenical Mal·emcnt and How It Has Been Impoverished by
Its Friends. The chapter titles give a further sense, each one

puncturing commonly-held assumptions which subtly perpetuate
our divisions. For example: "Why Cooperation Is Not the Goal of
Ecumenism"~Renewal is; " Why Uniting Diversities Is Not The
Vision"; or "Why [Councils of Churches) Are Not Structures
Alongside the Churches"-all of which ultimately impoverish the
life of Christ's One, ~I o l y, Apostolic, and Universal Church. Dr.
Kinneman, 100, rather alters one's perspective-and from the inside
of the enterprise.
The state of Ecumenism in our 2 151 century, I think- and
Dr. Kinneman writes-demands a deeper engagement from us than
formerly. At every level of what we've come to think of as good,
irenic, and charitable interaction, and mutual work with fellowbelievers of other Christian affiliations, Dr. Kinneman, and others,
arc challenging OUT assumptions, our insularity, OUf smugness with
our Own tradition's Great Teachers, and OUf sometimes implicit
belief that these divisions 3mong us are now such longstanding
historical facts, that maybe Christ (as the contrarian critic puts it)
really did die to found denominations, and not just His Church.
!his may fall the most heavily on those of us who are most
Interested in the ancient Apostolic traditions, and in the fullness of

"

the liturgy; and who are used to thinking of ourselves as a bit more
engaged in the whole Church than the local storefront
Pentecostals--or, perhaps most notoriously, more than the recent
head of the Southern Baptist Convention who said, proudly, that he
didn't have an ecumenical bone in his body. And, more subtl y, it
challenges us to recognize, as Lukas Vischer reminds us, that
frequently even "official agreements say so little and are phrased so
vaguely that they are evidence less of unity than of division.'''l
(One English observer onee characterized such ecumenical
pronouncements as the mutual affi nnation of unimportant beliefs.)
Since the seismic developments of the Second Vatican
Council, and the others (already mentioned) which fo llowed, we no
longer have the luxury of simply being cordial when necessary, and
resolving too many conversations on substantive theological and
cedesial matters simply by quoting Westminster, Dort, or
Heidelberg; or Luther, Calvin, Nevin & Schaff, or 8anh, Edwards,
Murray, or Channing- and then going home. They arc the Godgiven shoulders on which we stand, to be sure, but they arc the
beginning and enabling substance of our ecumenical work, and not
its ending: a first word, and not the last. There are those here
present, from the Society's beginning, and now long in the tooth,
who were concerned that our work of preservation and witness for
Christ's Church not become simply historica1. 82 The Reverend Dr.
Karl Barth himself wrote, in Church Dogmalics 1.2. §20.2(2. (d),
about our respective Doclores Ecclesiae: "when we hear him that
means that we have to pay attention to the lines of his exposition
and make them our own. But when we do that, we cannot simply
repeal what he has drawn .... And that means that we have to draw it
out and develop il. ...the Church of to-day, with all the experiencc
which it has since acquired and the responsibility in which it itself
stands~ has to li~te~ to them ....The Church of to-day would not be
acceptmg them If It were simply accepting or reproducing them in
their historical fonn .'''l
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Perhaps this is just the agc for us to ponde~ anew the many
menieal tasks fo r which our precessors have gIVen us so much
=~ipment. We may wish to consider what fruits of extended
th eological engagement we arc called t~ plant and till, well ~e~nd
our familiar confines. Much as do Faith and Order CommIsSIons
everywhere, we may discern the need to take up an issue through
which the ecumenical church- and our own churches and
understanding- may be enriched and deepened. And then: we /rave
to sustain iI.
As cousins in the Refonned family, following in our various
ways lines which lake us from Mercersberg, and, two ccnturies
later, from Andover, perhaps these arc the times to engage not only
the olhcr cousins, but the neighbors as well; and to do so from an
altered perspcctive of what such engagement can mean. Indeed,
with slight paraphrase, and amidst the challenges of this world, we
may find, as we quoted the Reverend Professor Dr. Schaff saying at
the beginning, thaI "The twent[y-first) century has marvelous
surprises in store for the Church and the world, which may surpass
evcn those of the ninet<..'Cnth."
May God make it so among us, and for Christ's Church.

"ro~th. Mass., galhcred in Scrooby. England, 1606 (including the aUlhor's
"n.
hi
Reverend Mr. John Robin!lOll's Farewell Sennon, 20 July 1620, Delfts-

R ~'tn: Holland, as reponed in Ed"''ilrd Winslow, H)'pot;risie Unmasked: A True
(atlon (1646). The Ctub for Colonial Reprints (Providence, R.1.. 1916), p. 397.
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A New Translation ror the 21 Century
Lee C. Barrett, III
(Pilgrim Pren, 2007, S6 .~ O)
A Book Review by Rcv. Dr. F. Chns Anderson
This excellent book contains three differing sections. First

there is a fifteen page general essay entitled "Cale~hism. alld
n__' _ What Good Are They?" Second there IS a nme page
LN<-trUles"tied 'The Distincliveness o/the Heide /".
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This section is worth the price of the catechism alone and IS
one great reason for this edition becoming a standard. How many
times have you heard lay people or even clergy dismiss catechisms

and confessions as being a waste of time. Randi Jones Walker's
popular book, The Evo/ulion ofa UCC Sry/c: Essays in .Ihe ~iSl?ry.
Ecclesi%g)', and Culture of the United Church of Christ (Plignm
Press, 2(07) has c\'en agued that in the future " ... we will need our
liberal style, but not a set of doctrines." (128)
Barrell goes directly into this debate with both a solid grasp
ofhistorieal theology and George Lindbeck's The Nawre of
Doctrine. He points out that: "Communities of faith attract and hold
human hearts and minds because they offer answers to life's most
enduring questions; Where do we come from? Why are we hcre?
What can we hope for?" He states: ''These convictions, rather than
our polity or programs, most basically define who we are." (5-6)
He rightly points out that "The messages of many discordant
and even warring cultural voices vie for mastery in our heads." (6)
In order to discern what is part of our Christian heritage we need to
grasp our "core convictions as Christians." (6) He believes that a
renewed interest in "the core doctrines expressed in our catechisms"
(7) could be used to renew the life of our churches.
Barrett briefly reviews the history of how " ... many
contemporary Christians have turned to religious cxperience or
ethical action rather than theological convictions to provide the glue

.. (8) He disputes the claim that
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't clear that everyone has doctnnes. sa
He ma~e.s I.t qUI e 'ble to live without doctrines. He uses the
mailer of fact It IS. ImpoS~1 ,-th We do this practice because we
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doctrine that teaches us there arc Impo~ant
have a behef or a h reasons fo r doing so. Th!..>fefore doctnne .
personal and hea l.1 Our aoctrines are the lenses throu~ .whlch we
influences behavIOr.
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see the world. Every~~~ are not just cognitive propositions that are
"Consequently, doel . _" b the mind' rather they arc rules that
,
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regulate the;e -spngraphs BarTett summarizes Lindbeck's insight
.
I~ a eWa!:of doctrine as "grammatical rules" an.d " the .
mto th~~;:Ue ., (10) To this insight he adds the histoncal po.lnt
~~~~o be !ffec~ive, doctrines must ~avc d?velopcd over a penO<!
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o time.
oommunity stretching back mto a commumty s pas .
Our' ancestors wTote these catechisms because they know
that our faith" .. .is not an amorphous experience that spontaneo~sly
wells up in people ..." but that it has '· .. .objectivc ~ont:~t, a public
teaching." (13) They were wrilten.b~~e t~e wnters ... fea~ed
that the Christian life would love Its dlstmctlVe shape unless Its
central themes were publicly acknowledged and affinncd." (13)
Barrett also disagrees with the growing belief Iha~ .
catechisms and confessions were "impositions by authontanan
elites." (14) He points out that they grew out of the life of the
community as they faced various issues.
Barrett also writes against the belief that having theological
convictions holds us back from new insights. "On the contrary, the
approbation of convictional tradition is actually a prerequisite for
any novel theological insight." (15) He explains that being in a
thoologicallradition is actually being part of "a historical ex tended
conversation." (\5)
Barrett does criticize the scholastic period of "postRefonnation_era theologians." (\6) There were theologians who did
~arate the bead from the heart. But he stresses that this was not so
In Luther, Calvin, Melancthon, Ursinus or Olevianus. TIle

"
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Heidelberg Catechism is a good example of a document that cares
for both the bead and the heart.
II. "TIle Distillctillellm oft.e NtUelberg CatecJrum"
The general discussion on catechism, confessions and core
doctrines leads very naturally into the specific qualities and history
oftbc Heidelberg Catechism of 15H This materia! can be found in
differing introductions to the catechism but it is very well done
here. He is not merely repeating what has been done before but he
has digested it and made it his 0""11.
He rebearses the history of the catechism that is quite well
stated in the Professor Bierma's essay in this volume of the NMR.
He abo points out thai though it is Refonned that it bas a Lutheran
flavor. The authors .... .strive for biblical simplicity and shun arcane
complexities of scholastic theology, a policy that gave the
catechism its simple elegance." (23) It is practical and not
speculative. It is personal and not abstract. It is more of a uniting
document than a divisive document. It is biblical and less
metaphysical than many other catechisms. It is more passionate and
less heady than other catechisms. It has a wonderful flow that
comes from the structure of "guilt, grace and gratitude."
Ill. Tlu TNms/alion Itself.
The translatioD uses inclusive language except in reference
to God. This makes it similar to the 1988 eRC translation. Barrett
has consciously tried to keep the same flow as in the much beloved
1963 United Church Press translation of Miller and Osterhaven.
This is especially seen in the classic Question and Answer # 1.
Barrett has made very few changes to this often memorized portion
of the catechism.
. II is also great that the scripture texts are largely written out.
The SIZe of the 2007 translation is basically the same as the 1963
IJanSlation and therefore is perfect for carrying in one's jacket
~~et. The price is a mere $6.50 and therefore this is a great
editIon for confumation classes.
"
~~ has favored using the German version of the text
except In mstances where the meaning is clearer in the Latin text."
~8) ~e has also sought to break down the longer German sentences
mt~ ... the natural rh~s of the English language." (2S) The
scnptures are quoted In the New Revised Standard Version.

"

One of the major translation changes has to do with the use
f he word, "satisfaction." In Question # 40 the 1963 vt..'fSion used
°h t ords "make reparation" but Barrelt uses "make satisfaction."
: eQ:cstiOn II 42 of the 1963 translation the word "reparation" is
n whereas Barrett uses the word "satisfaction." In Question # 60
u~e 1963 version "expiation" is used whereas the 2007 version
the word, "satisfaction." Both versions use the word
"satisfaction" in Question # 61.
Barrett attributes the use of other words than "satisfaction"
in these placcs as relating to the power of Nco-Orthodox theo10~ at
the time of the translation. He told a group of pastors that there IS no
way that the word satisfaction shOUld not be the word used in these
Questions.
Many will immediately ask how does he handle the "non·
irenic" Question # SO? This is his cntire note on the subject: "Note:
Parts of this question first appeared in the se<:Qnd 1563 edition of
the catechism. The portions in parenthesis were not addcd until the
third edition of 1563." (96) This is very similar to how the 1988
CRC translation note.
There is al so a brief but very helpful bibliography at the end
of the book. It includes fift een books that come from both the
German Reformed and the Dutch Refonned traditions, from both
primary sources and modem commentaries, and from both
introduction level single volumes and threc vol umc extensive sets.
I highly recommend the widespread use of this particular
translation of the catechism. It should be a standard for
confirm ation and a standard for giving to new membcrs for many
years to come. Students and lovers of the catechism will use it along
wilh the 1902 20Ch Century Edition, the 1963 Miller & Osterhaven
Ycrsion, and the 1988 Christian Refonned Church translation. Yet
for me it is the essay on doctrine that makes it a special tool for
teaching in the 21" century. There is no essay of similar insight,
weight or importance in any ofthcse other translations. The people
we minister to need somcthing this solid to digest. LeI us thank God
for Ihis gift to the church.
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