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THE GOD-CONCEFT AND THE CREED IN CHRISTIANITY

I. Introduction
I have beern asked to comment on the God—-concept and tne
Creed as they are represented in Christianity. Neither my

ability nor ouwr format permit an exhaustive treatment. o evern a

systematic survey. Moreover, the two topics—-God and Creed—-—
while related, are quite distirmct teopics withim the main
development of Christiarm traditicr. What I prapose to do in

these remarks, therefore, is touch in a very preliminary wav on
what I take to be some of the most oritical orablems inm each of
these topics, especially as they are related to interreligisus
dialogue betweern Judaism, Christianity anmd Islam.

Ay intenticn will be to call atterntion to what I comsider to
oe unigque features of Christianity irn each of these areas. The
purpose of calling attenmtion to unique elemernts is certainly nat
to sugpest in any way that Christiarity 1s supericr, On  the
contrary, it is merely to highlight the ways in which these great
religicous traditions are different. The recoonition o f
difference should rot make  interrelipicus dialopgue o e
difficult; rather, it should make it easier.

Sometimes, in owr efforts to reach community, I am afraid we
may mirimize our differences and corncerntrate o things we haold in

CCmoT. The result carn be that differerces remain, but remairn



unac<nowledged and later emerge to cripole ouwre ability to talk
with each other. My convictiorn, onm the other hanrd, is that it 1s
cur differernces that can constitute the basis of genuine dialogue
and commurnity. It is rot necessary for us to agree in order to
be iw dialaogue. Iin fact, if we anoree, there is rnot much to

talk about. It is in our differerces that the real beauty of the

tliversity of human =o2iritual life emerges. I believe it is
aossible to aporeciate these differences and, inm fact, Lo
celenrate them as one of the Ffourndations of interreligious

dialogue and geruine inclusive humarn commurnity.

II. Theism

A. Theism and secularism

The problem of interreligicus dialogue is complicated by the
fact that ore of the most dramatic processes in the modern world
has beern the emercence of secularism. A secular culture, ot
explicitly informed by any religiouws tradition 1is & riew
ocheromencn.

The historical reasons behind the rise of secularism are
complex. They are related to the rise of capitalism, the idea
of the separatiorn of chweh and state, and alsoc to  the
develapment of the scientific method. Foy oy purposes, however,
it is rot rmecessary to follow up that guestion. It 15 only
rnecessary to note that secularism is a fact of the moderw world,
and  that it has rnot been an imoortant dimension of most  other
cultures, especially those inm which each of ocur religicus

traditions emerged arnd developed.




There are two asvects of secularism  that should be
ment ioned. First, there is the guestionm of the degree to which
the idea of secularism is a religicus idea. While that may seem
like a contradiction in terms, it should be rioted that the rise
of  the secular state occurred within the Christian world—-
Northern Ewrope and North America. Not only that, it ocouwrred
withir the Mrotestant Christianm world, and is closely asscciatec
with the emergence of protestaﬂtism.l Fovr much of the rest  of
the world, the idea of a secular state just doesrn’t make serse.

Arnd where secularism has emerped in other parts of the world, it

is usually a result of influerce from Europe and Nowth America.

There are other secular states: China, Turkey, and The
Soviet Uniornm, are examples. Eut there are alsc many places where
the idea of separation of religion and politics is foreion:
Israel, Iran, Italy, England, Germany, Burma, Thailand.

The second problem with secularism is whethers it, itself, i1s

a religiaorn. Marmy evangelical Christians in the Urited States
would  insist that "secular humarnism” is a religion. Ard there
nave been several court decisiors to support that  apinion. In

the 134@7s, the Supreme Court ir the Urnited States ruled that

conscientious objection to military service could be based not

R. H. Tawrey. Religicrn and the Rise of Capitalism. New

Yok s Harcourt, BErace, 19Z6. Max Weber. The Protestant Ethic

New York: Seribrer?!s., 19353,
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ovly  ovm religicous convictiaon, but ow philascophical grounds L f
that philosophy functicrned for the individual in  the way that
religionm  functicorns for religicus pecple. In answer to the
guesticn of whern is a secular philosaphy a religiarn, the caurt
said, "Whewr it functioms like a religion.”

In order to clarify the mearning of “secular," it may be
useful to distivguish between '"secularism" and "secularity.”
Secularity refers btz a belief or attitude that is wneutral towaro
religion. It is a sort of "least common dercminator, ' which holos
s values on its cwr, but merely provides a context within which
a variety of value systems may exist. "Secularism"”, on the cther
hand, is a full-blown philoasaphy, one that stresses the
sufficiency of humar krowledge to work out the sclutions to human

problemns, and which eschews all forms of religion as

superstitiocnr.

Fors  our purposes, it is impaortant to identify the problem
secularism poses. Secularism forces us to recognize  that the
auesticon of the wmeaningfulrmess of talk about God carmmot De
assumed. Amorng representatives#  from the preat monothelstice

religicns of the world, it is easy ta talk about God. But we

should mot forget that the larger context within which we work 1s

ove im which larguage about God is itself problematical. This
larger context carmot be igrnored; ot anly is it anm historical
reality, it is directly relevant to our discussion. Fart of tnhe

necessary task of interreligicous dialogue# is to be sure that cur
conversation does wot remain simply an in—group and esocteric form
of talking. We must always remember that corne of the partrers in

ol dialaogue, although perhaps a silent partrer, is secularism,




askirig us to acknowledoe its voice.

K. Theism and religicus pluralism
It is also nrnecessary to remember that there are other
ancient and irdispernsable partrers to interreligicus dialogue

that do rnot accept theism. Buddhism is not theistic anmd Hirnduism

is rnot  monotheistic. And then there is Jainism, Taoism,
Comfuciarnism, Shintao, anrnd Shamanism. Whatever we, as
representatives of "the great monotheistic traditioms”" sav  must

eventually make sense within this larger religicus dialogue.

C. Theism and the Bod of Abraham

These considerations, as well as others, lead me to ask
whether "theism" is a useful subject. The waord, "theism" is of
rather late origin, and first appeared in the Erglish larguage at
a time wher it was popular to try to show that all religiocus

traditioms culminated inm Christianity.

The words "theism" and "theist" were rnot used unmtil the
seventeenth century. And thern they were used at first
irntercharngeably with "deist" and "deism." Later, because deism

was lirmked to a raticnalistic philoscphy which deried arny kind of

revelation, "theism" and "deism" came to be Juxtaposed.

At present, it seems to me that "theism" is used as a term

0.E.D., "Theism," "Deism."



meant to  show  commornality betweer and amorio a wide range  of
religicus and theolopical viewpoints. Sa that we frequertliy hear
something like this: "Well, we may have a 1ot of differernces,
but we all believe in Gad."” Or, if "Bed" is even too
restrictive, we hear talk about a "supreme beirng" or a "creator.

I have already suggested that this kind of syncretism may

cause more problems that it solves. Now I want to take it a step

further and sugpest that 1t 1s also rnot true to cwr religilouws
traditions. The BGBod of Abranam was rxt the supreme  being  of
theism ocr deism. The God of Abraham had a name, he spoke to his

prophets, and he led his peaple. This is rcot a matter of merely
historical interest, riovr is it theological hair—-splitting. It
has direct relevarnce to the cuwrrent raging debate about the
gender of God and the use of sexually exclusive language within
Christian litwgy and theolony. While it may be the case that a
"supreme beirng" is androgynous, oar sexually rneuter, arnd while it
may be the case that for good and sufficienmt reascowms Christians
should adopt irclusive language, it is alsoc clear that the Bod of
Abraham had a rname, appeared directly to his prophets, and was
mascul ire.

The particularity and specificity of the God of Abraham is
alsc critical to our present topic. Besides this God, there were
cther Gods at that time and place in ouwr commorn history. Whether
they were true or false gods was, of course, a qguestiocn of

considerable debate.

III. Chrigtianity and the Dactrine of the Trinity

There carnn be 1little doubt that the central thing that




Christiams nave to say about God 1s summarized in thne Doctrirne of
the Triwnity. I doo wot want to suggest o imply that this
doctrine is self-evidently clear or even that it is
uriderstandable. I am ot sure it makes sernse to me.
Nevertheless, I am sure that taken as a whaole, it is the central
thing that the Christiarn Church has had to say about God at least
since the Council of Nicea in 325. (I will return to a discussion
of  the sigrnificance of this courncil later 1n my paper when I
discuss the sigrnificarnce of the creed.)

Here is the most common Ernglish version of the Nicerne Creed:

I believe in orne God the Father Almignty; Maker of
heavern and earth, and of all things visible and irvisible.
And i ore Lord Jesus Christ, the only—-begatten Sorn of God,
begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light
of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, beirp of
one substance with the Fatherj by wham all thirgs were made;
whio, forr us  men and for our  salvatiorn, came down  from
heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Bhost of the Virgiw
Mary, and was made manj; and was crucified also for us under
Porntius Pilate; he suffered and was buried; and the third
day he rose again, according to the Scoriptures; arnd ascended
inta heaver, and sitteth on the right harnd of the Father:
and he shall come again, with gleory, to judge both the guick
and the dead; whose kingdom shall have rno end.

And I believe in the Hxly Ghost, the Lowrd and Giver of
Life; who proceedeth from the Father arnd the Sany  who with
the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified;
who  spake by the Prophets. And I believe inm ane Holy
Catholic and Apostolic Church. I ackricwledge onme HBaptism
foor the remission of sims; and I laok for the resurrection
of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amer.

This most ancient of the ecumernical creeds of the Christian
Chureh raises many, maryy questiaons. It has been irepeatedly
augmnented by other creedal statemernts. There is hardly a serntence
in it that is without its problems and varicus interoretaticrns.

As problematical as it is, I was reluctant to quote it inm the

context of this interreligious dialague. But it is the basic



text whern we speak of Trinity amd of Creed. There are two
aspects of the Nicere creed that 1 want to cornsider: the igea of
God as trinity and the idea of revelation that is behind it.

The great protestant theclogian, HKarl Barth, wrote:

It is the doctrine of the Trinity which furndamentally

distinguishes the Christian doctrine of God as Christiarn——it

is 1it, therefore, alsa, which marks off the Christian
corncept of revelation as Christian, in face of all other

-

possible doctrivnes of God and concepts of revelat:on. 3

With regard to ideas about God, the doctrine of the Trainity
distirnguishes Christiarnity first of all from all atheistic
religions and philosophies. It states that the idea of God 1s
central to Christian life, and that God is wet to be 1dentified
with any thing in the world or with the world as a whole.
Secand, the doctrirne of the Trinity distinmguishes Christian
pelief from religicus and non—religicus beliefs iwvm many Gods. It
states that there is only one God. Neither of these distinctions
should cause ws  any problems, excent as menticored above witn
regard to the dialogue with secularism, with won—-theistic
religions, and with palytheism. The third distinction, however,
does coreate some real problems for us. The doctrinme of the
Trinity distinguishes the Christian idea of God from deism,
theism, arnd mornctheism, includiwng, at least apparently, Islam

and Judaism.

Church Doomatics, I/1, p. 34€.




I want to first of all make this distirnction clear and ther
see if it makes sernse.

The doctrine of the Trinity, as affirmed in the Nicere Creed
quated above and reinforced in the Creed of.Chalcedah im 431,
gucted below, claims that Jesus is God. Although this is clear
in the Nicene Creed (God of God, Light of Light, very God of very
God, begotter, rot made, beirng of orne substarnce with the Father)

it was reaffirmed by Chalcedon as follows:

We, ther, fallowing the holy Fathers, all with ore
consent, teach men ta corfess one arnd the same Sor, cur Leoeed
Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and alsc perfect
in manhacd;  truly God and tvuly man, of a reasomable soul
amd bodys; consubstantial with the Father according to the
Godhead, and conmsubstantial with us according to  the
Manhoods | in all things like unto us, without sing begotten
before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and
in these latter days, for us and for cur salvatiern, borwn of
the Virginm Mary, the Mother of God, according to  the

Marhoods  one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only—-begaotten,
to be ackrnowledged in two natures, inconfusedly,
urncharnbeably, indivisibly, inseparablys; the distiviction of
natures being by rao means taker away by the o, but

rather the property of eacn natuwre being preserved, and
concurring in one Person and ore Subsisterce, vzt parted or
divided into btwo persons, but cre and the same Sar, and only
begotten, God the Waord, the Lord Jesus Christ, as the
propnets from  the begirnming bave declared comcerving  nim,
and the Lord Jesus Christ himself has taught us, and the
Creed of the holy Fathers has harded down to us.

8a whether or rot we can firally make serse of it, it is
clear that the doctrire of the Trinity wants to say that Jesus is
Giod. And in  this respect, it intends to separate Christian
belief from both Islam amd fram Judaism, rieither of which finds
sueh a cenfession  possible, necessary, or perhaps ever:
intelligible.

of course, many Christians alsa find such a claim



urintelligible. In fact, the Nicere Creed itself was a Qlctmry
for orme party over arcther within the Church. The cther party,
the Arians, believed that Jesus was a prophet of God, or  the
messernger of God, but they found the doctrine of the Trinity
unintellipgible. Ard there have beern many others in the history
of Christianity who have agreed with them.

In additicn, among Christians who accept the Nicere Creed,

tihere ihave been many different theclopgical efforts to exbplain
aust  what is meant by tne doctrine of the Trinity. Winile the
doctrine may be what is properly called a "mystery” arnd never

fully explicable, that cornclusion should mot be reached too soon
or tow easily. It is the Job of thealcgy to make '"mystery!
intelligible. What sernse does it make to speak of God in this

way?

A, God and love

The histocry of Christian doctrine, both before and after the
councils of Nicea and Chalcedow, cortains many answers to this
guestion, some more successful than cthers. I will mention cnly
CHNE, suggested by Tertulliar about 208 CE and developed more
fully by Augustine in 419. Agairn, I want to emphasize that I do
mot take this to be the definitive explanation of the doctrine of

the Trinity. It is merely cre way of trying to make sense cut of

it.

The doctrime of the trinity had its inception in the effort
of Christians to find the most effective and accurate way of
describing God as love. This is the primary statement about Gaod
in Christianity: God is Lave. The doctrirne of the Trinmity is a



way of trying to say this as clearly, accurately anrd carefully as
possible. How so?

One guestion that immediately arises wherever we ask about
love is whether it is freely given. This canm be illustrated
IR N ¢ (PSR XIVVIR ST A A

«bethEh twao peopie. If I lave you in arder to get something from
VAL samething like security or recogrition, or something else,
can I say that this is pure lave? Maybe rot. It may be the case
that ore of the characteristics of laove is that it is TFree; that
I am rnot under any oblipaticon , compulsicn, or comditionm to arant

it, nor (ko I expect anything for myself as a result of it. In

the case of Buod’s love, this leads to the guestion, does God reed

R

the worlds Could God be lave if there was ro world to love, o
did God have to create the world inm order to have something to
loveé If God’s rneeds the warld in order to be love, thern God
reeds the world in order to be God. God would have had to coreate
the world. And in that case, the world would rot be the result
of  BGod’s free love and God's love would therefore be less  thar
perfect.

The prablem was not foreign to Isaiah. Arn  didolater is

described in the following way:

He cuts down cedarsi or he chooses a holm tree or arn cak arnd
lets it grow strorg among the trees of the forest he
plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it. Ther it becomes
fuel for a marn; he takes a part =f 1t arnd warms himself, he
kirndles a fire and bakes bread; also he makes a g>d  and
worships  it, he makes it a gravew image and falls down
before it. Half of it he burrs in the firej; over the half
he eats flesh, he roasts meat and is satisfied; also he
warms himself and says, "Aha, I am warm, I have seen the
fire!'" Arnd the rest of it he makes irmto a g=d, his idolg
and falls down to it and worships ity he prays to it and
says, "Deliver me, for thou art my god!'" (44:14-17)



Thne point of the passape 1s this: idzlatry, or false love,
is love that is rot freej it is love that is desigrned to produce
a particular result. The marn is really interested in the god
only inm so far as the god carn provide salvatiocn——just as the meat
provides nourishment and the fire warmth. Similarly, adultery is
love for arncther human being when the objgect is rot the other
perscorn, but the berefits that may accrue to the laover.

The Doctrirme of ths Trinity is an attempt to describe Goa'’s
love as genuirne and free love: love that is rmot designed to
praduce a result, but that is freely given in GBod's love for the
worlid without consideraticon of what the world may pive back to
Geod. The Doctrinme of the Trirnity says that God's lave is
complete within God. The love of The father for the son and the
scor for the father and the father anmd the son for the spirit is a
complete marnifestation of the characteristic of love. God 18
complete in himself and does not rneed to coreate the world i o]
order to have somethirng to loave. The love of God for the waorld,
therefore is totally free.

The Trinitarian formula also addresses an additiconal
problem: If God does rict vieed the world in order to be comnplete,

what assurance carn humans have that God will ot abandon the

world? The Triwmitarian answer is that because God has come to
the world in Jesus, the world and all in it have been taken up
into the irmer life of God amd participate in the ivrner life of

God?s cwn lave.

B. God arnd revelatiom,

All of this may seem like theclogical scholasticism. How




does 1t relate to the basically simple teachirng of Jesus? Most
Christian theologiams ackrnowledge that the Doctrivne of the
Trinity is nrot explicit in the teachings of Jesus ror in
Scripture. They argue, nevertheless, that it is recessarily
implied by the scriptural witress.

Karl Barth, the great Protestant theclocgianm (1886-1968), has
warked out this line of thought perhaps more completely than
anyone else. He argued that the Doctrire of the Trinity 1s
necessarily implied by the idea of revelation in the New
Testament. The consequernces of this line of reascning are

4
profound for epistemclogy as well as for the corcept of God.

Barth’s argument reguires that we make a distircticr between
abstract krnowledge and existertial krowledge. Abstract krnowledoe
is "krnowledge about., v Existential krowledne is direct,
experiential knowledge. This differernce, which is captured in
the difference 1n Germarn between erkernnern and wissen and in

Frerich betweer connaitre and savoir is frequently last in
Evnlish, although we krow what we mearn when we say, for example,
"I krnow him, but I dorn’t kriow a lot about him, " or "I kriow & lot
about her, but I don’t really kriow her.” This is the difference
betweer existential and abstract kriowledge. I cann be in love and
kricw  what that means and I carn tell you about it, but you will

Church Dogmatics, I/1.



not know the same thing.I Kricw. (Ivn this regard, it 1s important
to remember that ivm some languages the same word is used for
"kriow" and for "sexual intercourse.')

Barth argues that revelation has to do, rot with
information, but with existemtial knowledge. What we know
through revelation is rot some information about  the human
cormditiarm, cr about the course of history, or about metaphyvsics,
o evern  about  God. What we know in revelation 1s  direct,

existential kriowledpe of God.

The kinmd of krnowledge we are talking about when we talk

abaut the krnowledge of God is existerntial kKrnowing and  not
abstract krowing about. Abstract krnowing is the process of
movivig from the lack of iﬂf@rmétiah to the acquisitionm of
informaticm. It is detached and dispassiconate and pgives us
control  and  power over its abjgect. This is its strength and
usefulress. Existential knowledge is rnat a matter of
indif ferenrce. It is passionate and committed, permitting us to
participate iw the life of its object. Zxistential Krnowledoe 1s

izt & means to ar end but is ar erd in itself. It is the oraocess

of  moving from  uanconscicusness  to  conscicuswvess; from norne

S

experience to experience.

We krnow existentially in many differenmt ways. We krow

The best discussion of this subject that I know of is by Will
Herberg in arn wnpublished paper, "Existentialism-—-Religicous and

Atheistic.




physical thirngs through abjective experierce. I kricw my table,
for example, because I have eaten at it many times and nave
repaired it many times and played under it wher I was a child.
We know skills through practice and effort. We krnow other pecple
by experiercing them cbjectively, by experiencing ocurselves when
we are with them, and by experiencing cother thirgs and pecple in
their preserce. We krnow curselves through an even more comnlex
combination of experiernces. Arnd we krnow God inm still a different
Way. Wher we krow God we kKnow something different, i a
different way, and with different effects from whern we krow
anything else that we know. The meaning and value of the
kriocwledge of Bod is rnot a subset of some cother kind of krowledpe.

What all existential krowledge has iv commor is that it
is experiential rather thar abstract. We krnow God because God is
present to us. I carmat do much better about describing this
process thanm I can about deseribirng how we Krow how to walk. We
Just walk. And we just experience the warld in the light of the
presence of God. There is rno great mystery here. It is simply
the way things are. Actually, éhe crily great mystery is the
degree to which we have allowed our words  and guesticons to
mystify us so that we sometimes manage to convince ocurselves that
we do not know God because we do not Krow how to describe the way
irn which we krnaow.

The puzzling question is, ther, not how do we krnow God, but
how is it that we carn preternd riot to krnow Gad. Martin Buber, the
great Jewish theclogian, said, "Morals hide us from the face of

cur human beings; religion hides us fram the face of God." What



he meant, I believe, is that ow bpeliefs are the bipoest barrier
to owr krnicwledge of God. It follows that the way in which we
kricw GBod  is by escapivg our beliefs so that we can experiernce
wiiat cur experience really is.

What do we kriow when we kriow God? The main traditions of
Western spirituality have givern us a dualistic picture of
experience. They have placed physical kricwledge on orne side and
spiritual krowledge onm the other sice. They have told us that in
crder to kviow  about  thiros of the spirit we must separate
curselves from things of the world.

This has beenn a tragic mistake. What has happered in
Western religicns is that the ggal of spiritual krowledge has

of attaining spiritual kriowledoe may well reqguire separation
fram  owr  present perception of the world. But the ggal of
spiritual krnowledge is to return us to a clear knowledge of  the
things of the world.

This understanding of the rorn—duality of the world of

experience is more clearly retaived in Zen. Alan Watts has
written, "The perfecticon of Zen is to be perfectly and simply
humar. The difference of the adept in Zen from the coedinary run

of men is that the latter are, in one way or another, at odds
with their cwr humarity." For Zen, spirituality is nct thinking
about Gad while you are mawing the lawn. Spirituality is
thivking about mowing the lawrn wher you are mowing the lawr.

What haopens, thew, whern we kriow God is that we are able to
experience our experience fully. Mazst of the time we do not

experience cur experience fully. We have developed various ways



of going unconscious. RBasically, it is our belief-systems that
get in the way of cur experierncing cur experience. Those of us
wha are academics tend to aveid experiencing cour experience by
Judging it, evaluating it, comparivng it to other experiernces.
Fecple also use various forms of imaginaticr and fantasy to avoid
fear, disappaintment and cother emcticns as a way of avoiding the
immediacy of cur experierce.

This urderstanding of the experiential character of the
kriowledge of God should serve to distinguish what I mean here
from pietistic and romantic urnderstandings which focus on an
experience of Bod in which God is rot enly the object, but the
content of knowledge.

The krnowledge of God is the collapse of our belief systems
sa that we fully experierce our experierce. Whern we kriow God, we
are able to attend totally and completely to whatever it is that
we are doing, because we do not have to be worndering where God is
and if God approves of whatever it is we are daang.

The Zern master, Lin-Chi, said:

There 1is no place in Buddhism for using effort. Just
be ocrdirary and rnothing special. Relieve your bowels, pass
water, put or your clothes, ard eat your food. Wheri you? re
tired, oo and lie dowr. Igrnorant pecple may laugh at me,
but the wise will urderstand.

Aricther Zen master said, "Whern it’s time to get dressed, put
oar your clothes. Wher you must walk, thern walk. Wher you must
sit, then sit. Deri’t have a single thought in your mind about
seeking for Buddhahood.

How  does  all this relate to the Doctrirne of the Trinmity?

Barth argues that if we know God existentially, Gad must be



present to us. For God to be present to us means that God comes
into  our world. The Doctrine of the Trinity is a way of trying
to speak theclogically about hRow this. Revelation implies

Ircarnaticn, and Ircarnation implies Trinity.

Iv. The Creed

I have already quoted two of the most important creeds in
the histaory of Christianity. There are many others. There are
less comprehensive creeds that have their origins in scripture
and precede the great Ecumenical creeds. Ard there are many
creeds that followed them, one of the most recent and important
being the Barmen Declaration of 1334 which defined the Confessing
Church and its opposition to the Third Reich and the German

&
Christians.

It should be clear that Christianity differs fyrom both

Judaism and Isliam with regard to the status of creedal
formulations. Farticipaticorn inm Judaism is definmed in terms of
belonging to a community. Creeds are definitely secondary.
Farticipation in Islam, o the contrary is defirned in terms of
affirmation of a coreed. Christianity takes neither course which

raises the aguestion of exactly what it is that defires a person

lLacke, Hubert (Ed.). The Church Conmfromts the Nazis.

New York: Edwin Mellon, 1984, Locke, Hubert (Ed.). The Barmen

Confessicor. Lewistor: Edwin Mellon, 1986.



as a Christianr.

There is at least as much diversity within Christianityv
about Creeds as there is about the Doctrime of the Triwvity. Awnd
this diversity is present both with regard to the content of
creedal statemerts and the authority they hald. As  1n  the
previcus portions of this paper it will rot be possible to review
this divarsity. I car only  sdocTesh abat zges b i T

critical points for diszcussicn.

0

Almost all Christiarns accezt the Nicerne

abaove, as well as the "Apostle’'s Creed" which

somewhat older. The Orthodox Churches ackrowledzse
of the Creeds of seven Ecumenrical Courcils SET-TRT

additionn to these Courcils, the Catheolic Church recozrnizzs bt-=

authority of later counciis (Trent [1S45--633, Vacican D100 77
Vatican II [1362-E51) as well as gx cathedra statevwen z Yy tha
Fope. Most protestants accept the zarlier ecumenical owase s Lo
well as later creedal statements From wit-in b Tigd

traditions, but ascribe varying degrees of autho-ity to mrzocod

statements in pereral.

Christianity is as divided about the authority of ocreedz  as

it is about their content. For marny modeyw Cheizshians,
especially within Frotestant ism, creecal affirmation =
definitive. Some Mrotestant  chuarches call  thiz "believer!

baptism” and hold the creedal affirmatiorn of the individual to Sco
the esserntial definitionm of Cheistia. Woet Chiedistiors, howews o

practice infarnt baptism, a practice which cbvicusly makes ovezdal

il

affirmaticon secondary. {(Some Christians explain infarnt bapgtism



in terms of the creedal affirmatiocn of the ; &Y i
commurnity. )
Fory most  Christians, thyaoughout most of  the istormy of

Christiarnity, what has defired beirng a Christian is ozautism. T

some instances, infarnt baptism 1is uwnderstood to dndellibly
identify a person as a Christian. In other instarces, a death-

bed baptism assures a persorn’'s membership inm the Church. At =ome

pericods in history, when a previously vnoen-Christiszn g3ose soniocal
area was conguered by Christian forces, entive populalliossn wes
baptized ern masse without regard to their individual creesdal
awareress. So we must deal with the fact that the Zomirvats mode

irn Christiarn history has beern to subordirate oreedel =Ffivaabiz

to belonging to the Chuwrch. Arnd we must ackrnowledos, CECC L,
that belorging to the Church has beern most frecuvenrtls defioned iy

terms of bDaptism.

This is why, for most Christianms, the coritical lszue Sas ook

beern the creed, but the sacraments. To make bapticwm Uh2 orit e’
factor irn determining who 1s and wheo is moft a Choistia ol i D

makes sernse if baptism is seen, not as a human acticorm, it oas oa

sacrament——that is, as an act of God, placing a mark ow  &av

individual as a chosewn ore.

o~

Creeds, ther, are secordary to sacraments, anmd primarily 2o

the sacrament of baptism. In fact, all the eviderncs «cupces: s

=in




that Christian creecs origivated as baptismal  Formulaz,

Within this context, and givern the previous diszcussiownm of
revelation, it follows that a creed furcticnms in a unigue  and

peculiar way in Christianity. In Judaism, anytining like a creed

is a declaration abaut the history of & pecple. In Islam, 1% iz
a statement of the truth. Im Chriztiamity, the-s ig o 327 i-=
eriterion of truth in  creecal Foren. (I am wmli el "E

Christians, evangelical, Catholic, and Orthodox, would dizagres
with this statement. Withirn each of these traditiors, oowever,

there is a distinction betweer dogma arnd doctrine, which atizs sts

to make the same paoint. It is the dogma, comtained within "
doctrine that is true.) The truth, irn Christianity, is
existential krowledge of God through Jesus. Craece arae alway

anily approximationms of this existential truth.,
Ivn Christiarmity, therefore, & creed is not a cordliioooen o F

faith, but is a product of faitn.

This is the aorigin of Christian symbols o coresdz.
They never precede faith, but presuppose it. They emamabs
from the irmer life of the Church, irdependertly of external
cecasion. There would have beer creeds even if Lthere had
been no doctrinal controversies. . . . The Church iz, indeed,
ot founded on symbols, but orn Christy not om any words of

Mar, but on the word of God; yet it is fourded arn Christ oz
confessed by men, and a creed is man's answer Lo AT RIS

Schaff, Philip. The Creeds of Christendom, Sixtn Toit o

New York: Harper, 1931. Vial. I, po. 4FF.



guestion, man’'s acceotarce and interoretaticon of God’ s woog.
This understandirng of the cocreed will certainiy wo® He
acceptable to everyaore. Socme Jews and Muslims will cisapree with

the understarndivg of sacrament orn which it is based. Chyvistiar

Y

will disagree amorng themselves about exactly how oreed relates to

sacrament. It should, however, be understandable. There is a
difference betweern understanding and agreement. What such  a
thecory of coreed implies, CDVIMUSly, 1o tme  doobrone of RS
Trimity. Orly if Christianms mave Lhe oiresot s<isbzni ol

experierce of God does this relativizing of the creed make ssrse.

Christiarms will disagree about exactly where and how T4l

1

existential meeting# COCRTS § Orthodox will claim it ocours in

v
i

the act of the sacrament itself, Cathaolics throunh the vicible
Church, and Pfrotestants  (for  the most 2art)  within the

individual. In every case, nowever, what is oresupposed 'z o

i

presernce of God within the world. Christianmity is rooted in @

presence, it ivi the preserce of a commuwnaity covenanted v Do
nor in a messerngey from God.

Twa corcllaries follow fram tnis anderstanding of Creed.
First, creeds arise in particular historical contexts to solve
particular doctrinal disputes within the Church. This was true
of the Nicere Creed which was directed at the conflict over
Arianism. Ard it was true of the Barmen Declaration wihich was
directed toward the apostasy of the German Christians curing  the

Third Reich.

Schaff I, p. S.




Secornd, the relative supnjection of creed to saciamarnt iv
Christianity means that salvation (o enlighternmert: iz ot
dependent orn one’s own actiorn or belief, but orn the acticn of
Gad. For many Christians it is a great comfort to realize that
their spiritual life and destiny is rot deperdert or their  cwn
vacillating ard frail affirmation, but rather orn  the lovinsg

activity of Gaod.

Conclusion

I have tried to point out what I take to bz cistincdis

i
<
1]

abocut the God-concept and the Creed in Christianmity. I hope I
have rnot over—dore it. My interntionm is wat to throw down &
challernge, but to conmtribute to a definiticrn of the dialocue.

Only within the past mornth the United Church of Christ withir ta=
Urnited GStates adopted a statement that in its eyes trhe coveran®
betweer God and Israel had riever beer abrogated. That ie .=
first time, to my krowledge, with tne exceoticn of the Sonfsosi o
Chureh in Germany, that a Christian churech has ack
unique and legitimate differernce «f Judaism. Move of that  kind

of recogrition and ackrowledoment is reguired for effact

$4
<
it
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dialogue. We must come to the pasition that we cawm affiva +
the legitimacy of the partrers irn dialopue does mot dooaerd ar owe
common assumptions, but orn  owe unigue contributions to bk

religicus life of all humarn beings.






