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verified empirically or discovered by the rational capacities of the knower but because the 

knower is actually discovered by the truth.J99 

Vanhoozer bases this idea on the argument that truth is, in a word, Jesus Christ 

himself as God's self-disclosure in history. It is personal because it entails the life and 

ministry of Christ as well as propositional because it includes the titles, descriptions, and 

confessions that are delegated to him in the biblical canon.200 Correlating this definition 

of truth to theological assertions, Vanhoozer then argues that the evangelical claim to 

truth is fundamentally a claim about the ultimate nature of God. The key is that this 

theological affirmation of truth does not validate or precede truth itself. Truth was 

incarnated and condescended to human existence to invade our linguistical, contextually-

laden, sinful reality long before evangelical truth-claims came to be. Therefore, 

Vanhoozer argues that theological truth-claims are attempts to describe the overall reality 

(or metaphysic) that has been incarnated on humanity's behalf and the ways in which 

Christian convictions and practices presuppose them.201 Yet the question that requires 

attention is whether this can be done rationally? 

Vanhoozer recognizes that any explication of the nature of truth also requires 

further discussion regarding epistemology, especially in light of contemporary debates 

between CF and nonfoundationalism. According to Vanhoozer, the common problem 

with both of these major approaches to knowledge is that they assume that rationality is 

the starting place for discourse on a given subject. For example, with regards to CF, faith 

must be grounded on previously conceived beliefs that are indubitable and self-evident 

while in nonfoundational theories such as coherentism, faith is grounded in the continuity 

199Ibid., 340. 

200Ibid., 339. 

lOIThe point is that theology is concerned with both Christian knowledge (what 
to think) and wisdom (what to do). Ibid., 340-41. 
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of a given community's system ofbelief.2°2 Vanhoozer argues that instead of viewing 

reason as a means of epistemic verification, it should be viewed as a cognitive tool that 

provides epistemic guidance for the development of theological discourse. In other 

words, rationality does not establish a particular epistemic starting point. It pertains to 

the intellectual standards that should govern all reflective discourse. Rationality should 

then be viewed as a rulebook for inquiry rather than an irrefutable point ofreference.203 

This idea leads Vanhoozer to formulate a postfoundationalist (as opposed to a 

foundationalist or nonfoundationalist) model of rationality, which includes three theories, 

or what he calls a three-stranded epistemic cord.204 The first element borrows from Alvin 

Plantinga's neo-Reformed idea of cognitive reliabilism.205 This principle views a belief 

as justified if it is the product of reliable interpretation-forming cognitive faculties that 

are functioning properly in the right cognitive environment. Relating this ideal to belief 

in God, Vanhoozer argues that this criteria is met because the mind is designed in such a 

way that it should believe in God when it is exposed to the proper witness, namely 

Scripture.206 So unless good reasons can be given to believe otherwise, evangelicals are 

within their epistemic rights to believe in God. 

The second element in this postfoundationalist model entails what one could 

label as interpretive virtues. Vanhoozer's point of emphasis for this phrase is that acts of 

knowing as well as the acts of interpreting must come under the Lordship of Christ just as 

much as acts ofliving. In other words, evangelicals must be cognizant of the fact that 

202Vanhoozer, "Christ and Concept," 102-03, 131-32. 

203Ibid., 132. 

204Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 87. 

205Ibid.; Alvin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993). 

206Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 87. 
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human knowledge is not only perspectival, as postmodern thought is quick to assert, but it 

can also be sinful. Consequently, Vanhoozer encourages thinkers to be mindful of their 

cognitive deficiencies and foster interpretive virtues by engendering "a disposition of 

mind and heart that arises from the motivation of understanding, that is, for establishing 

cognitive contact with the meaning oftexts.''207 

At this juncture, Vanhoozer recognizes that his postfoundational approach is 

still in need of a supplementary principle. Because of the ever present reality of 

conflicting interpretations, he rightly confesses that it is not enough to think that an 

appeal to reliable cognitive faculties and a full array of interpretive virtues can solidify a 

workable epistemology.208 Another corollary must be formulated that can foster dialogue 

between worldviews and establish procedures for arbitrating their rational consistency. 

His solution is to advocate a concept known as fallibilism. 209 The inception of this idea 

initially derives from Imre Lakatos's contention that scientific theories are deemed to be 

correct if they can withstand perpetual testing and thereby prove to enhance progress in 

its relevant fields. 2Io Vanhoozer links Lakatos' view of scientific inquiry to Peter 

Lipton's idea of "inference to explanation," which perceives the process of interpretation 

as an activity wherein a given view is seen to be rational only if it is open to criticism.2II 

207Ibid. Also note that Vanhoozer is borrowing this idea from Linda Zagzebski. 
See Linda Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the Nature of Virtue and the 
Ethical Foundations of Knowledge (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 270. 
Likewise, this point emphasizes Vanhoozer's previous concern regarding a phronetic 
theological method that emphasizes sapientia over scientia. 

208Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 88. 

209Ibid., 88-89; idem, "Christ and Concept," 132-42. 

210See Vanhoozer, "Christ and Concept," 132-33; Imre Lakatos and Alan 
Musgrave, eds., Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1970). 

211 See Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 88; Peter Lipton, Inference to 
the Best Explanation (London: Routledge, 1991). 
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The end result of this combination is the contention that while theological assertions are 

fallible attempts to explicate the divine reality, they can still be rational claims if they can 

be subjected to critical examination successfully.212 In his own words, 

What makes a belief rational is not its having been proven, but rather its openness to 
criticism, its ability to survive critical testing. On this view, rationality is not so 
much a matter of beginning with well-founded beliefs as of subsequent testing. 
Evangelical theology, to be credible must be willing to submit its truth claims to the 
critical tests of the broader academic and ecumenical communities. Such a view of 
rationality is well-suited to a tradition that acknowledges its interpretations to be 
subservient to the Scriptures.213 

Rational judgments are, therefore, not foundational in the sense of being based on 

undeniable facts nor are they nonfoundational in that they are not validated simply 

because they perform a specific linguistic function in a given community. Rational 

thinking is postfoundational because it is only deemed as reasonable when it can stand the 

test of time by enduring the onslaughts of intense interrogations. Furthermore, 

Vanhoozer argues that the constitutive principles, or primary criteria, for determining the 

rational legitimacy of theological truth-claims are whether they maintain fidelity to the 

canonical message and provide proper motivation for fruitful Christian living.214 

This discussion of postfoundational epistemology and the nature of rationality 

finally lead to Vanhoozer's arguments regarding the way "rational" theological truth­

claims should be asserted apologetically. His initial observation is that if the Christian 

message is to continue to have a voice in the postmodem setting, it must be 

2l2See Vanhoozer, "Exploring the World," 9; idem, "From Canon to Concept," 
119. 

213Vanhoozer, "Exploring the World," 19. He also points out that this concept 
of fallibilism highlights the primary character trait of Christian living, namely humility. 
See Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 88. 

2J4Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 89. One should also notice that 
Vanhoozer's epistemology is based on the canonical themes of creation, sin, and 
redemption. Creation grounds our confidence in the reliability of our cognitive functions 
while sin reminds us that are noetic structures are corrupt and redemption admonishes us 
to be humble in fallible attempts to interpret both Scripture and the world. 



communicated coherently and passionately. In other words, theology must show that 

truth entails content as well as a way of life.21 5 It must respond to the postmodern 

170 

critiques against modernistic theories of knowledge as well as the rampant indifference 

toward the nature oftruth.216 The way to do this, according to Vanhoozer, is to adopt the 

mentality of Christ Himself and become an epistemic martyr who stakes one's life on the 

truth-claims that are asserted.217 Moreover, this approach includes several strategies. 

One preliminary scheme that Vanhoozer implements is the function of 

expository epistemology. As the title implies, the purpose of this phase is to expose the 

control beliefs or presuppositions that guide a given worldview.218 Vanhoozer agrees 

with Rowan Williams that world views, or metaphysics in general, are attempts to clarify 

those basic insights into the nature of reality to which our practices commits US.219 Yet 

this inquiry always leads to further questions regarding the pre-commitments that guide 

various perceptions of reality, which means that metaphysics is inherently linked to 

hermeneutics. Truth-claims, in other words, are always grounded in deeper interpretive 

assumptions. Therefore, the purpose of this stage for Vanhoozer is not simply to expose 

the core idea of a worldview, such as unbelief, but to identify the explicit commitments 

that implicitly guide its ideas and practices.22o 

A secondary supplement to Vanhoozer's apologetic is seen in the transition 

from an expository epistemology to a hermeneutical epistemology. Whereas the former 

2l5Vanhoozer, "The Trials of Truth," 356. 

216Ibid., 351. 

217Ibid., 356-61. 

2!8Ibid., 341, 343. 

219Ibid., 343; Rowan Williams, "Beyond Politics and Metaphysics," Mociern 
Theology 11 (1995): 3-22. 

220Vanhoozer, "The Trials of Truth," 344. 
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focuses on the negative task of interrogating the predispositions of opposing worldviews, 

this approach centers on the positive task of articulating the actual truth-claims of the 

Christian faith under the rubric of hermeneutical theory.221 The reasons for linking 

apologetics with hermeneutics are several. For one, it avoids the postmodern dichotomy 

between objectivism and relativism by highlighting a new focus on the diversity of 

biblical language. Instead of appealing to a universally-acceptable paradigm that 

determines the "real" nature of knowledge or following the opposite extreme, which 

presupposes that all knowledge is contextual and thereby nonauthoritative, this outlook 

argues that truth can be described from a variety of different perspectives as seen in the 

literary diversity of the canon.222 Another reason Vanhoozer believes this approach is 

helpful is because it expands the nature of theological truth-claims to include the dynamic 

of understanding. Theology, in this light, reveals the fact that knowledge as well as 

understanding are both ethical issues that can only be practiced properly when they are 

wedded with good epistemic habits. Moreover, the capacity to exercise good epistemic 

habits only comes when one receives the wisdom of Scripture by faith. Consequently, 

theological discourse initially is fideistic, but not in the sense that it ignores evidence or 

rationality. It is fideistic in that it acknowledges the impotence of unaided human reason 

to interpret reality correctly and the subsequent necessity for trust. Therefore, only when 

these ideas are conceded can true understanding be obtained.223 

22lIbid., 341-42, 45. 

222Ibid., 345; idem, "Language, Literature, and Hermeneutics," 31-35. 

223Vanhoozer, "The Trials of Truth," 347, 358. Here, Vanhoozer is using the 
ideas of several thinkers, such as John Frame and Paul Helm, to emphasize this point. 
See John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Philipsburg, NJ: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987); Paul Helm, Belief Policies (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994). Likewise, Vanhoozer appears to reflect some of the ideas 
proposed by Alvin Plantinga. See the comments made in Alvin Plantinga, "Reason and 
Belief in God," in Faith and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God, ed. Alvin Plantinga 
and Nicholas Wolterstorff (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983),87-91. 
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The final corollary, which completes Vanhoozer's thoughts on the apologetic 

task, is the concept of martyrology. The emphasis in this idea is that defending truth 

entails more than forensic explanation. It requires defenders to exemplify the practical 

wisdom of its propositional content in visible, everyday situations. For Vanhoozer, this 

happens on two fronts. One way of defending the truth as an epistemic martyr is to bear 

witness, or give a reliable testimony to its claims. When one exemplifies a trust in the 

truth for others to see, that personification gradually results in a legitimate warrant for 

others to consider accepting that truth.224 In conjunction with this approach, Vanhoozer 

also argues th~t giving testimony to the truth also requires that one be willing to sacrifice, 

or suffer on behalf of the truth. Herein, one must defend the truth by believing that it is 

worth defending, even if it means ultimate repudiation. When this is done, truth is 

eventually shown to be tenable not because it is philosophically convincing, but because 

those who embrace it prove to be able to overcome all obstacles.225 

In retrospect, Vanhoozer's revisions to theological method are unique in that 

they move beyond previous ways of articulating conservative evangelical views of 

Scripture, epistemology, and apologetics. At least to the point that Vanhoozer himself 

considers his approach to be postconservative. For example, he weighs his view of a 

postpropositional model of revelation only to conclude that it is emphatically different 

from previous conservative perspectives of propositionalism. Likewise, his modified 

form of nonfoundationalism, which denies the ideas of epistemic certainty and universal 

rationality, seems to go in directions that some evangelicals would consider problematic. 

Yet it is interesting to note that in light of his modifications, his approach is 

still conservative in many ways. For instance, Vanhoozer's claim that the essence of 

Christian theism is a presupposed belief-system that establishes the necessity for 

224Ibid., 361-64. 

225Ibid., 364-73. 
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hermeneutics is a vivid illustration of his commitment to metaphysical realism. In 

addition, Vanhoozer's adaptation of Speech-Act theory to describe God as a 

communicative agent reveals his commitments to authorially-intended meaning and 

biblical inerrancy. It appears then that though Vanhoozer believes postmodern thought 

has raised significant concerns that necessitate sound responses, he does not think that it 

poses any irrefuteable criticisms against the standard beliefs that mark evangelical 

theology. Instead, Vanhoozer believes that postrnodern thought actually provides a 

backdrop for clarifying them. Thus, Vanhoozer's approach is, in a sense, conservative, or 

what one could call confessionally postconservative. His approach is unique in that it 

abandons certain predispositions of former conservative methodologies, but it is 

confessional in that it preserves the integrity of the beliefs that conservatives espouse. 

With these points in mind, additional questions still remain regarding the 

implications of Vanhoozer's approach. These include inquiries into how his method 

deals with various theological issues and how it should be distinguished from other 

postconservative models, especially in light of Grenz's work. Yet before addressing these 

concerns or contrasting his views with Grenz's proposals, a final segment will now will 

examine how Vanhoozer's approach functions in theological dialogue. Specifically, the 

following section will investigate how Vanhoozer interacts with the same issue that 

previously was treated in Grenz's thought, namely religious pluralism.226 

226To see discussions of other theological issues, consult Kevin Vanhoozer, 
"The Case Remains Unproven: A Response to Philip Clayton's, The Case for Christian 
Panentheism," Dialog 38 (1999): 281-85; idem, "The Love of God: Its Place, Meaning 
and Function in Systematic Theology," in Nothing Greater, Nothing Better, 1-29; 
republished in idem, First Theology, 71-95; idem, "Effectual Call or Causal Effect," 96-
124; idem, "The Reader at the Well," 250-56; idem, "The Hermeneutics ofl-Witness 
Testimony: John 21:20-24 and the Death of the Author," in Understanding Poets and 
Prophets: Essays in Honor o/George Wishart Anderson, ed. A Graeme Auld (Sheffield: 
Academic Press, 1993),366-87; republished in idem, First Theology, 257-74; idem, 
"Body-Piercing, the Natural Sense and the Task of Theological Interpretation: A 
Hermeneutical Homily on John 19:34," Ex Auditu 16 (2000): 1-29; republished in idem, 
First Theology, 275-308. 
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Vanhoozer's Theological Method in Practice 

As seen in the preceding analysis of Grenz, a helpful way to clarify a thinker's 

approach is to observe the way it interprets various issues and then weigh its subsequent 

conclusions. Likewise, an effective manner in which to identify the differences between 

two particular approaches (in this case, Vanhoozer and Grenz) is to note how they assess 

common issues from their divergent vantage points. In light of these insights, one can 

examine the dynamics of Vanhoozer's postconservative methodology and recognize how 

much it is unlike Grenz's rendition by surveying his treatment of religious pluralism, 

which can be found in his article entitled, "Does the Trinity Belong in a Theology of 

Religions? On Angling in the Rubicon and the 'Identity' of God."227 

V anhoozer opens this essay with a brief assessment of the prominent positions 

surrounding this debate. To do so, he first appeals to the work of Raimundo Panikkar 

who attempts to illustrate the history of Christianity's relationship to other religions with 

three sacred rivers.228 Because of its associations with biblical history, the Jordan 

represents exclusivism, which is the traditional belief that Christianity is the only true 

religion, while the Tiber symbolizes the idea that all rivers, or religions, lead to 

Christianity thereby depicting the view of inclusivism, which advocates the position that 

Christianity embraces what is true in all other religions.229 The Ganges finally typifies 

227Kevin Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity Belong in a Theology of Religions? On 
Angling in the Rubicon and the 'Identity' of God," in the Trinity in a Plurastic Age, 41-
71; republished in idem, First Theology, 45-70. Citings will come from the latter source. 

228See Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 45-46; Raimundo Panikkar, "The Jordan, 
the Tiber, and the Ganges," in The Myth of Christian Uniqueness: Toward a Pluralistic 
Theology of Religions, ed. John Hick and Paul F. Knitter (MarykoU, NY: Orbis Press, 
1987), 89-116. 

229Vanhoozer also mentions that inclusivism became the official position of the 
Roman Catholic Church in 1965. Cf., Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 45-46; David 
Wright, "The Watershed of Vatican II: Catholic Approaches to Religious Pluralism," in 
One God, One Lord: Christianity in a World of ReligiOUS Pluralism, ed. Andrew D. 
Clarke and Bruce W. Winter (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992),207-26. 
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pluralism,which views Christianity as one of many valid religions, because it draws from 

several sources and flows into various outlets. Based upon these options, Vanhoozer then 

highlights a fourth "'river" which is intensifYing the pressure of the pluralism upon 

evangelical theology. Here, Vanhoozer uses the thought of Paul Knitter who argues that a 

"theological rubicon" has developed that currently is imploring evangelicals to cross over 

into a realm wherein other religions are allowed to have equal authority with the 

theological truth-claims of Christianity.23o Both exclusivists and inclusivists who have 

chosen not to cross this rubicon as of yet are criticized by pluralists on two fronts.231 On 

one hand, they are labeled as soteriological bigots to believe that Christianity is the sole 

or primary source of salvation while on the other, they are perceived to be epistemic 

imperialists because they equate Christian belief with objective religious knowledge. 

Therefore, Vanhoozer concludes that the current dilemma regarding pluralism pertains to 

the way(s) in which evangelicals can potentially dialogue with "the other," or views that 

are not in congruence with Christianity.232 

Vanhoozer deduces that there are only two viable options to this challenge, 

those being conversion or conversation.233 In other words, evangelicals can either solely 

strive to make "other" faiths submit to the sameness of Christianity or choose to find 

common ground that can open doors of opportunity for religious interchange. Though the 

former goal is always a priority, Vanhoozer recognizes that in the current setting, it 

cannot be attained without engaging the latter factor as well. The question is how should 

evangelicals commit themselves to interreligious dialogue? While they accept the 

230See Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 46; Paul Knitter, "Toward a Liberation 
Theology of Religions," in The Myth ojChristian Uniqueness, 225. 

23JVanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 48. 

232Ibid., 47-48. 

233Ibid., 48. 
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minimal criteria of rational conversation, which includes a willingness to express one's 

views and allow others to do likewise, the deeper pluralist assumption is that the only 

way to ascertain "truth" is by viewing all religions as different expressions of the same 

fundamental reality.234 The problem with this idea for Vanhoozer though, is that genuine 

interaction cannot occur when a given audience assumes they merely are talking about the 

same thing with different terminology and concepts. So as a potential solution to creating 

an evangelical non-pluralistic theology of religions, Vanhoozer adopts an idea known as 

"angling," which attempts to view one's own personal beliefs as well as others from 

different vantage points in hopes of clarifYing the variances between them rather than 

wrongfully reducing them to one homogeneous beIief-system.235 

As implied in the title of his article, the new angle that Vanhoozer chooses to 

emphasize with regards to pluralism is the subject oftheology proper, or the identity of 

God.236 One purpose for establishing this new point of reference is to avoid the standard 

polarities that arise between religious traditions when soteriological issues are discussed. 

Vanhoozer believes that questions about salvation are actually symptomatic of further 

questions about God. Yet the deeper intention of this move is to highlight the point that a 

truly pluralistic environment can only be established if a non-pluralistic attitude is 

fostered with regards to different conceptions of God. Interreligious dialogue can only 

take place if the real differences that exist among various religious conceptions of theism 

are maintained. Furthermore, Vanhoozer makes the case that Christian Trinitarianism 

actually provides the foundation for this kind of environment by establishing a balance 

between religious diversity and the preservation of Christian uniqueness (or what 

234Ibid., 49. 

235Ibid.,49-50. Also, this idea of "angling" derives from Izaak Walton, The 
Compleat Angler, ed. Jonquil Bevan (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985; reprint, London: 
J.M. Dent, 1993). 

236Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 45, 50, 59. 
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Vanhoozer refers to as the openness-loyalty dialectic).237 How does this strategy 

commence? 

Vanhoozer begins by claiming that advocates of pluralism tend to confine the 

subject of God to generic categories of ontology and experience thereby reducing all 

religious views of theism to one unified epistemic collage. To substantiate this charge, 

Vanhoozer initially combines Paul Ricoeur's distinction between idem (i.e., Latin for 

sameness) and ipse (i.e., Latin for selthood) with Robert Jenson's survey of various 

categories of theism in order to distinguish two competing ways of delineating God's 

essence, or identity.238 The first approach is defined in light ofthe Ricoeurian idea of 

idem, which alludes to the Greek notion of ontological perfection that transcends all 

temporal flux, and Jenson's concept of a "persistence of the beginning" wherein God's 

being is perceived to be static or always identified as "Same.,,239 Together, these ideas 

symbolize the conception of God's identity as represented in the early Hellenic 

interpretation of a divine, timeless Being who possesses a self-same unity and exemplifies 

a monistic ontology.24o In contrast, a second way of perceiving God's identity is by 

defining it in terms of dependable and consistent action rather than substance alone. This 

perspective is articulated in light of the Ricoeurian ipse-identity model, which defines 

identity in terms of personhood and self-constancy, and Jenson's focus on a theistic 

"anticipation of the end" idea, which defines the essence of God by observing how He 

consistently reveals His character within history.24! Moreover, Vanhoozer's argument is 

237Ibid., 68. 

238Ibid., 50-51; Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blarney 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Robert Jenson, The Triune Identity: God 
According to the Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982). 

239Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 50-51. 

24°Ibid., 51. 

241Ibid. 
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that there are at least two ways of discussing the personhood or identity of God, either on 

the basis of ontological continuity or through personal intervention within history.242 

Vanhoozer's charge is that pluralism personifies the former approach by 

following two consecutive stages. First, pluralists often avoid any kind of descriptive 

theory of reference whereby God is identified by specific titles or definitive actions 

because these ideals inevitably lead to doctrinal constructs, which imply that opposing 

ideals are necessarily wrong.243 Instead, pluralists such as Maurice Wiles advocate a 

casual-theory of reference in which the validity of theistic conceptions are determined by 

how they describe the human religious experience, not by whether they objectively 

describe God as a Being.244 "Thus one need not conclude from the fact that people are 

saying different things about 'God' that they are referring to different 'gods. ",245 This 

obstruction of religious diversity leads to the second stage of pluralistic thought, which is 

a concerted effort to enforce religious conformity. Because many pluralists believe that 

all religions ultimately point to the same truth, or same fundamental experience, many are 

concluding that there actually should be one universal theology of religions. As an 

example of this ideology, Vanhoozer mentions the work of pluralists N. Ross Reat and 

Edmund Perry who contend that " ... the world religions are different expressions of the 

same central spiritual reality of humanity, God."246 Consequently, much of pluralistic 

242Vanhoozer is not attempting to deny any of the divine attributes of God at 
this point. He simply is arguing that knowledge of God's nature only comes by 
examining how God relates to the world rather than strict categories of Greek philosophy. 
How this knowledge is mediated though will be mentioned momentarily. 

243Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 53. 

244Ibid., 53; Maurice Wiles, Christian Theology and Inter-religious Dialogue 
(London: SCM Press, 1992),39. 

245Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 53. 

246Ibid., 56; N. Ross Reat and Edmund F. Perry, A World Theology: The 
Central Spiritual Reality of Humankind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 



179 

thought defines God in terms of an idem-identity model, or sameness, which derives from 

ontological categories and personal religious experience. 

This being the case, Vanhoozer concludes that current pluralists are no less 

repressive than Christian orthodoxy. For example, many who tend to subsume the 

otherness of religions into a reductionistic category of mutual identity-sameness actually 

are guilty of the same violation that exclusivists and inclusivists are accused of 

committing.247 Likewise, several critics have pointed out that pluralism is still culturally 

restrictive because it is concerned with religious beliefs only. This means that other 

belief systems that are not considered to be religious in nature are excluded from the table 

ofworldviews.248 Finally, many pluralists demand that religions be incorporated into the 

globalized context on their own pluralistic interpretive terms rather than the individual 

constitutive principles of each religious tradition.249 So in the end, much of pluralistic 

thought reveals a tendency to demand uniformity rather than foster a respect for variety. 

Vanhoozer's proposed solution to this self-destructive trend, which truly deems 

interreligious dialogue as a moot activity, is to argue that the concept of God should be 

discussed in light of the Ricoeurian ipse-identity model. Whereas pluralists are inclined 

to discuss God in terms of permanent, common philosophical and subjective categories 

(i.e, idem-identity approach), Vanhoozer argues that we should define the divine nature in 

terms of personhood. This means that in light of Christianity, God must be delineated in 

terms of Trinitarianism.25o However, this claim simply begs another question. What 

criteria establishes the proper framework for accurately interpreting the nature of the 

Trinity and sets the boundaries whereby it can be applied to religious dialogue? 

247Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 52, 54,56. 

248Ibid., 57. 

249Ibid. 

250Ibid., 58-59. 
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This question is crucial because Vanhoozer is aware that many theologians 

currently use the concept of Trinitarianism to support various paradigms for a theology of 

religions that are in no way sympathetic to Christian orthodoxy.2SI In light of this 

problem, Vanhoozer initially appeals to a correlation that Ricoeur makes regarding the 

relationship between narrative and personhood. Following the work of Wilhelm Dilthey, 

Ricoeur contends that personal identity is revealed as it manifests itself through history.252 

This means that the entire series of events that entail the linear outworking of a person's 

life function as the hermeneutical gestalt for understanding that person's character. 

Personhood is, therefore, mediated through the narrative of a person's history. 

Correlating this idea to Christianity and Trinitarianism, Vanhoozer argues that the canon 

mediates the narrative that is essential to understanding the dynamics of God's person, 

both in its unity and triunity. Only the biblical narratives provide the storyline of God's 

acts within history including creation, the exodus, the incarnation, and the coming 

eschatological kingdom. Consequently, various Trinitarian models for a theology of 

religions that attempt to autonomize the function of the Spirit from Christology or reduce 

the triune persons to obtuse existential dynamics do so with no apparent authority because 

they ignore the conceptual frameworks of the hermeneutical point of reference, namely 

the Scriptures.253 

Upon establishing the point that divine-identity should be understood in the 

context of personhood as opposed to a static monistic substance and that the Christian 

narrative establishes the criteria for understanding the Christian identity of God as three 

characters existing in a triune interaction, Vanhoozer's final argument for his non-

251For treatments of various examples including the work of Raimundo 
Panikkar, Rowan Williams, Michael Barnes, and Peter Hodgson, see Vanhoozer, "Does 
the Trinity," 59-63. 

252Ibid., 65; Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 143. 

253Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity," 66-67. 
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pluralistic theology of religions is that Trinitarianism mediates a point of reference for 

dialogical interaction between various religions. Vanhoozer explicates this argument by 

emphasizing the nature of covenantal discourse that God is portrayed to convey 

throughout the biblical narratives.254 Through the Father's plan to covenant with 

humanity, the Son's acceptance to solidify the covenantal agreement, and the Spirit's 

application of its results, Vanhoozer argues that a constitutive model is established 

whereby the divine sameness of the Godhead chooses to interact with the otherness of 

humanity on terms that acknowledge differences rather than dismissing them. Therefore, 

"True pluralism, the kind that respects the alterity of the other rather than assimilating it, 

is possible only on Trinitarian grounds.,,255 The covenantal persona of the Trinity 

ironically reflects what pluralism should desire to achieve. Moreover, just as the purpose 

of the divine covenant is to establish peace with humanity even at the risk of being 

rejected, evangelicals likewise should present their views passionately, listen to the pleas 

of contrary voices, and be willing to let their beliefs either be adamantly rejected or 

potentially accepted. In Vanhoozer's words, "The Trinity is the transcendental condition 

for interreligious dialogue, the ontological condition that permits us to take the other in 

all seriousness, without fear and without violence."256 

Like Grenz, one must conclude that Vanhoozer is consistent in applying his 

theological approach to the challenges that pluralism poses for evangelicalism. He 

follows his apologetic scheme by beginning with his expository epistemic approach, 

which focuses on assessing the precommitments behind the pluralistic worldivew (i.e., an 

offensive posture), and then moving to the hermeneutical phase whereby he summarizes 

the non-negotiable Christian commitments that are at stake (i.e., a defensive posture). He 

254Ibid., 67-69. 

255Ibid., 68. 

256Ibid., 70. 
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then ends his assessment with the noncoercive, martyristic paradigm wherein he displays 

a willingness to accept whatever consequences may come in light of his arguments (i.e., 

an ethical posture). Furthermore, Vanhoozer chooses to invest most of his energy 

emphasizing this third strategy because he wants to highlight both the metaphysical as 

well as the moral nature of truth. The reason for this is that Vanhoozer is convinced that 

a Christian view of truth demands upon successful personal application as well as clear 

articulation and inferential argumentation. In addition, throughout the unfolding of his 

case, Vanhoozer approaches this issue like any other, that being as though theology and 

hermeneutical theory are reciprocating issues. His contention is that identifYing the 

Christian God within the world of religions is accomplished by understanding Him as a 

communicative agent of covenantal discourse as seen in the narrated drama of the canon 

and that it is only a belief in this particular God that can establish the very possibility for 

theological dialogue, or any kind of communication for that matter. Finally, Vanhoozer 

also shows caution in avoiding the epistemic pitfalls of CF by adopting the notion of 

"angling," which essentially focuses on rhetorical persuasion rather than constraint. 

Presently, with the historical and theological backdrop of the postconservative 

evangelical movement as well as a critical examination of two diverse postconservative 

thinkers in place, we can now initiate interaction between Grenz's and Vanhoozer's 

approaches. In doing so, the next chapter will compare the major similarities between 

their methodologies and subsequently offer individual assessments and critiques. These 

treatments will then establish the foundation for highlighting the significant diversity of 

the postconservative movement and how it can potentially hinder or harm future 

evangelical endeavors. Furthermore, these assessments will lead to a final synthesis in 

the concluding chapter, which will entail observations regarding the issues that require 

further consideration in light of both postmodem thought and postconservative 

evangelicalism. 



CHAPTER 4 

EV ALUA TING THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF STANLEY 
J. GRENZ AND KEVIN 1. VANHOOZER 

Upon treating Grenz's and Vanhoozer's renditions of theological method as 

two contrasting models within the growing segment of postconservative evangelicalism, a 

survey and critical analysis oftheir approaches reveal two initial features of this new line 

of thought.! One is that postconservatives share common criticisms of previous 

conservative theological approaches and thereby harbor a mutual reluctance to adopt 

many of the ways in which earlier evangelical thinkers have articulated and defended 

fundamental evangelical beliefs. Yet beyond these joint assessments, the second factor 

inherent within the postconservative spectrum is that it takes divergent theological shapes 

and forms. The reason for these variations is that postconservative thinkers differ on the 

level of issues that warrant modifications in light of the postmodern context. Some, such 

as Grenz, believe that former evangelical methodologies as well as certain evangelical 

beliefs must be revised while others, such as Vanhoozer, are convinced that only 

particular ways in which certain conservative beliefs have been expressed require 

reassessments. 

I Again, the basis for labeling these theologians as postconservative 
evangelicals derives from Grenz's distinction between evangelical conservative 
modernists and contemporary postmodern evangelicals, of which he views himself in the 
latter guild, and Vanhoozer's adoption of the term in his articulation of a 
postpropositional view of biblical revelation. See Stanley 1. Grenz, "An Agenda for 
Evangelical Theology in the Postmodern Context," Didaskalia 9 (1998): 1-2; Kevin J. 
Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor: A Dramatic Proposal about the Ministry and 
Minstrelsy of Theology," in Evangelical Futures: A Conversation on Theological 
Method, ed. John G. Stackhouse, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 74-77. 
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It is for this reason that an earlier distinction was made between Grenz's 

formulation of a postmodern postconservatism and Vanhoozer's version of a confessional 

postconservatism. Regarding Grenz, he believes that the edifice of conservative 

evangelical theology is in jeopardy because its theological methodologies as well as many 

of its doctrinal constructs are laden with problematic modernistic versions of rationalism 

and metaphysics, which have been repudiated and deemed untenable by contemporary 

forms of post modern thought. This explains why Grenz's approach to postconservative 

theological method can be perceived as exceedingly postmodern in nature because he 

tends to be highly critical of many conservative commitments and noticeably aggressive 

in implementing alternative postmodern concepts into his views of ontology, 

epistemology, hermeneutics, and even Scripture. Postmodernism then, becomes a type of 

contextual grid that attacks the apparent deficiencies in various conservative doctrinal 

beliefs as well as the ways in which they have been formulated. 

In contrast, Vanhoozer develops his perceptions of postconservative 

methodology in directions that allow him to preserve many of the beliefs that Grenz 

chooses to jettison. His contention is not that conservative evangelical beliefs themselves 

are the theological infants of modernistic outlooks. Rather, it is certain approaches that 

have been used to explicate and defend them that reveal relational roots to modernity. So 

for Vanhoozer, the postmodern context does reveal the need to re-evaluate the apologetic, 

hermeneutical, and epistemic factors inherent within evangelical theology, but it has no 

authoritative bearing on the fundamental doctrines undergirding the evangelical tradition. 

Vanhoozer, therefore, offers a confessional approach to postconservatism that actually is 

committed to the corpus of conservative evangelical beliefs.2 For further clarification 

then, one could say that Grenz is advocating an approach that actually redefines various 

2This distinction between postmodern and confessional postconservatism is not 
made in order to imply that Grenz's approach is in no way confessional in nature. The 
point of this taxonomy simply is that Grenz's perception of postconservatism is not as 
sympathetic to certain core evangelical beliefs as Vanhoozer's approach. 
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portions of the theological content of evangelicalism (i.e., theological postconservatism) 

while Vanhoozer primarily desires to propose a new method of expressing, constructing, 

and defending that content (i.e., methodological postconservatism). Consequently, this 

distinction between Grenz and Vanhoozer displays a intriguing dynamic in the evolution 

of postconservative thought, namely that in some cases, postconservatism is not 

altogether nonconservative. 

With these general comments aside, critical interaction with Grenz's and 

Vanhoozer's theological approaches can now proceed. To begin, this discussion will 

commence with a survey of the helpful advances these thinkers are making in the field of 

theological method as well as the specific ideas that both have in common to their 

particular proposals and those that are contrary to each other. From here, analysis and 

critiques will then be provided regarding their individual projects including appraisals of 

their interpretations of evangelical theology, assessments of the major factors and sources 

that Grenz and Vanhoozer use to support their arguments, and final deductions regarding 

various clarifications that require further attention in the future. 3 In turn, these 

assessments hopefully will offer some clarification regarding the specific divergences of 

postconservative thought. 

Assessing the Significant Similarities and Variances of 
Grenz's and Vanhoozer's Postconservatism 

Grenz and Vanhoozer indeed are on the cutting edge of the entire discussion 

regarding evangelical theological method. The primary reason for this is because they 

both are aware of the many challenges that the postmodern culture has created for 

evangelical theology and are willing to engage this intellectual climate rather than ignore 

3In all fairness, this last point could result in potentially premature judgments 
since both thinkers are still developing their ideas through new publications. So it must 
be acknowledged that the points to be emphasized in this chapter are argued in light of 
what Grenz and Vanhoozer have asserted thus far in their academic careers. 
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or simply dismiss it.4 This is why they invest much of their time examining the issues of 

metaphysics, such as the nature of truth, epistemology, and reality as well as the subjects 

pertinent to human communication including the philosophy of language and 

hermeneutics. They realize that these subjects are highly complex due to post-Kantian 

theories of knowledge as well as post-Wittgenstenian and Derridian perspectives of 

language and that previous evangelical commitments to ideas such as the correspondence 

theory of truth, metaphysical (and literary) realism, reconstructive interpretation, and CF 

are considerably minority positions in the present-day culture.5 They, likewise, are 

cognizant of the threats that postmodernism poses regarding an evangelical understanding 

of the relationship between Christian doctrine and Scripture as well as the capacity for 

evangelicals, who currently reside in a pluralistic context, to make biblical and 

theological truth-claims that are exclusive in nature. Moreover, it is for these reasons that 

many of their contributions to theological method reflect comparable concerns and points 

of emphasis. 

Regarding the major similarities between Grenz's and Vanhoozer's thought, 

both share mutual criticisms of previous approaches to theological method that have been 

4Again, the works wherein Grenz and Vanhoozer give their most detailed 
summaries of post modernism include Stanely J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996); Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in this Text? 
The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1998). 

5Each of these issues have received clarification and treatments except for the 
term "reconstructive interpretation." Herein, this idea, which is known also as an 
objectivist hermeneutic, refers to the potential capacity of a reader, or interpreting subject, 
to accurately configure, or reconstruct, the authorially-intended, permanently fixed 
meaning of a given text in its original socio-cultural context. See Thomas Guarino, 
"Revelation and Foundationalism: Toward Hermeneutical and Ontological 
Appropriateness,"Modern Theology 6 (1990): 223-24. Also note that this view is 
dependent upon the view of literary realism, which again is defined by Vanhoozer as the 
belief that literary meaning exists within a given text independently of a given reader's 
use of that text. See Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 25-26. 
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prominent within conservative evangelicalism.6 They are convinced, albeit at different 

levels, that for the latter part of the nineteenth and most of the twentieth centuries, many 

evangelicals have been defending their theological systems against the modem era and 

ironically using ideals of modernity to do it.7 In doing so, Grenz and Vanhoozer concur 

that at least three specific concepts have received the most prominence. 

One prevailing idea again is the theory of foundationalism. According to 

Grenz, this epistemic model, which previously found its seminal development in the 

thought of Descartes, gradually was implemented into evangelical theology through the 

initial efforts of the Princetonian theologians, such as Charles Hodge and B. B. Warfield, 

who desired to respond to two major problems. One was the skeptical attitude that had 

been fostered toward Christianity via the Enlightenment's focus on the autonomy of 

human reason. The other problem, which was more immediate for these theologians, was 

the German movement of Protestant liberalism. Herein, religious experience was being 

proposed as a new alternative to human rationality as the universally-accessible 

component of human existence.8 As a solution, Grenz contends that the Princetonians 

argued that the proper basis, or foundation, for Christian theology was to be found in a 

pristine, error-free Bible that functioned as the divine deposit, or storehouse, of divine 

6See their general comments in Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical 
Theology: A Fresh Agendafor the 21st Century (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993),61-
72; idem, "Beyond Foundationalism: Is a Nonfoundationalist Evangelical Theology 
Possible?" CSR 30 (2000): 62-65; idem, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theology in a 
Post-Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 184-90; Stanley J. Grenz and John R. 
Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in the Postmodern Context 
(Louisville:Westminster Press, 2001), 28-37; Kevin J. Vanhoozer, "Exploring the World: 
Following the Word: The Credibility of Evangelical Theology in an Incredulous Age," 
TrinJ16 (1995): 8-11; idem, "From Canon to Concept: 'Same' and 'Other' in the 
Relation Between Biblical and Systematic Theology," SBET 12 (1994): 106-07; idem, 
"The Voice and the Actor," 62-65. 

7See Grenz, "Beyond Foundationalism," 63-64; Vanhoozer, "Exploring the 
World," 8-9. 

SSee Grenz, "Beyond Foundationalism," 62-63. 
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revelation.9 Similar to this assessment, Vanhoozer agrees that in " ... exegesis, theology, 

and apologetics alike, many evangelicals accepted a Cartesian view of rationality, at least 

to the extent that they sought absolute foundations and certain conclusions."lo Yet he 

also argues that evangelicals, including the Princetonians, have not fallen prey to the 

philosophical pitfalls of foundationalism by simply defending the veracity and reliability 

of Scripture, but by trying to validate Scripture with the philosophical categories of the 

world instead of vice versa. I I So while Grenz and Vanhoozer take various routes in 

expressing their thoughts on the role of foundationalism in evangelical theology, they 

both conclude that it is has been the dominate epistemic approach to defending traditional 

conservative evangelical beliefs and is in serious need of revisions in order to survive the 

onslaught of postmodern theories of knowledge. 12 

In conjunction with the role of foundationalism, Grenz and Vanhoozer also 

concur that due to the influence of modernity on evangelical theology, a predetermined 

form of scientific inquiry was transposed onto the task of biblical interpretation and 

9Ibid.,63. Also see Grenz's more in-depth treatment of this theory in Grenz, 
Renewing the Center, 69-77. 

IOVanhoozer, "Exploring the World," 8-9. 

IIKevin J. Vanhoozer, "Christ and Concept: Doing Theology and the 'Ministry' 
of Philosophy," in Doing Theology in Today's World: Essays in Honor of Kenneth S. 
Kantzer, ed. John D. Woodbridge and Thomas E. McComiskey (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1991), 132. It is this problem of viewing rationality as an objective starting 
point rather than a guideline for ongoing, critical thinking that Vanhoozer also argues that 
debates about truth become consumed with concerns regarding epistemic justification for 
believing truth rather than the actual nature of truth itself. See Vanhoozer, "The Trials of 
Truth: Mission, Martyrdom, and the Epistemology of the Cross," in First Theology: God, 
Scripture, and Hermeneutics, by Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 
2002), 338-39. 

12Their mutual concern with foundationalism can also be seen in the fact that 
they both criticize it and offer alternative approaches to epistemology in their articles on 
theological method in the John Stackhouse volume. See Stanley J. Grenz, "Articulating 
the Christian Belief-Mosaic: Theological Method after the Demise ofFoundationalism," 
in Evangelical Futures, 119-29; Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 86-89. 
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Grenz asserts that Hodge, along with later evangelical thinkers, came to view the 

theological discipline as a science in the modern sense of the tenn whereby scientists 
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observe the ordered phenomena of nature with their physical senses. Theologians were 

simply to reflect this ideology by uncovering the doctrinal facts as revealed in Scripture. 13 

Likewise, Vanhoozer agrees that Hodge, as well as future conservative evangelicals, 

accepted the modern idea that theology, if it was to be credible, must imitate the natural 

sciences and thereby likened theology to an inductive science where the mind confonns to 

the biblical data. 14 Furthermore, both Grenz and Vanhoozer see this quasi-empirical 

approach to theological investigation as being echoed in the works of more contemporary 

evangelicals. For example, Grenz again finds traces of this methodology in the work of 

Carl Henry, Gordon Lewis, and Bruce Demarest while Vanhoozer also agrees with Grenz 

that even Wayne Grudem reflects this approach because he argues that the purpose of 

theology is to discover what the Bible teaches about any given topic. IS This being the 

case, Grenz and Vanhoozer also comply that this perception of doctrinal fonnulation is in 

need of serious reassessments due to postmodern criticisms of interpretive objectivity. 

A final point wherein Grenz and Vanhoozer find consensus is in the role of 

propositional revelation within conservative evangelicalism. Both argue that due to the 

l3See Grenz, "Beyond Foundationalism," 64; Grenz and Franke, Beyond 
Foundationalism, 60-63. 

!4See Vanhoozer, "Exploring the World," 9; idem, "From Canon to Concept," 
107. 

15 Again, Grudern articulates this point in Wayne Grudern, Systematic Theology: 
An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994),21; idem, "Do 
We Act as if We Really Believe that 'the Bible Alone and the Bible in Its Entirety, is the 
Word of God Written?'" JETS 43 (2000): 5-26. Note though that Vanhoozer is more 
sympathetic to Grudem's approach than Grenz. See their discussions in Grenz, "Beyond 
Foundationalism," 64-65; idem, Renewing the Center, 154-59; Vanhoozer, "The Voice 
and the Actor," 62-65. 
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role of foundationalism as well as the scientific model of theological inquiry, the 

Princetonians came to view Scripture as a collection of supernatural propositions that 

contain eternal facts about God's person and his activity in history.16 This idea gained 

further momentum when later postfundamentalist evangelicals mounted their response to 

the movement of neo-orthodoxy, which showed hesitancy to view revelation as a 

cognitive deposit of divine truth.17 The problem with this concept in Grenz's mind is that 

it inadvertently silences the voice of Scripture in doctrinal development because once a 

given theological system is organized in such a way that it accurately describes the 

immutable truths ofthe Bible, there is no longer any need to re-examine the Scriptures for 

new insights or ideas. I8 Vanhoozer, on the other hand, finds the concept of propositional 

revelation in need of revision because it tends to treat all the diverse types of biblical 

literature as one single literary genre, namely didactic literature. 19 So in the end, both 

thinkers see propositional revelation, as it has been articulated by most conservatives, to 

be in need of reconsideration and modifications, but for noticeably different reasons. 

Recognizing at this juncture that both of these thinkers are considered 

"postconservatives" and that they agree that modernity has influenced conservative 

evangelicalism via epistemological foundationalism, modernistic versions of scientific 

inquiry, and propositional revelation, the next question that arises is whether they agree 

on the solutions to these issues. The answer is emphatically no. All of these similar 

16See Grenz, "Beyond Foundationalism," 64; Vanhoozer, "God's Mighty 
Speech-Acts: The Doctrine of Scripture Today," in First Theology, 133. 

17Grenz, Renewing the Center, 93-94; Vanhoozer, "The Semantics of Biblical 
Literature: Truth and Scripture's Diverse Literary Forms," in Hermeneutics, Authority, 
and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and John Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 
64. 

18Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 63. 

19See Vanhoozer, "From Canon to Concept," 107; idem, "God's Mighty 
Speech-Acts," 143. 
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criticisms regarding conservative evangelical theology notwithstanding, Grenz and 

Vanhoozer diverge onto different paths in developing their solutions to these challenges. 

For example, both thinkers take opposing approaches in their assessments of 

Scripture as it relates to propositional revelation. The most effective way to understand 

their differences is to parallel their ideas as they are explicated in light of the Spirit's 

relationship to the Bible.2o To begin, Grenz believes that the conservative tendency to 

make a one-on-one correspondence between the words of Scripture and the words of God 

fosters a short-sighted hermeneutic wherein contemporary readers settle for the forensic 

tasks of exegeting and systematizing the contents of biblical texts. Though these 

activities are essential, they are incomplete because they neglect the need to discern the 

ongoing dynamic of Spirit's use of Scripture in the contemporary context.21 The key idea 

to note in this argument is that Grenz does not believe the authority of Scripture lies in 

the intrinsic nature of the inspired texts themselves because this lapses back into the 

fallacy of foundationalism. Instead, the Scriptures are authoritative for the church 

because the Spirit chooses to use those texts on a continual basis throughout the history of 

the Christian church. Furthermore, this divine-speaking through Scripture is not done 

solely within the confines of the canon, but through the joint efforts of the theological 

traditions ofthe church and the cultural context in which the present-day church exists.22 

20Cf. their treatments in Stanley J. Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical 
Theology," 9-12; idem, "The Spirit and the Word: The World-Creating Function of the 
Text," TToday 57 (2000): 357-74; idem, "Articulating the Christian Belief-Mosaic," 124-
29; Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 64-115; Vanhoozer, "The Semantics of 
Biblical Literature," 53-104; idem, "God's Mighty Speech-Acts," 127-58; idem, "From 
Speech Acts to Scripture Acts: The Covenant of Discourse and the Discourse of the 
Covenant," in First Theology, 159-203; idem, "The Spirit of Understanding: Special 
Revelation and General Hermeneutics," in First Theology, 220-35. 

21See Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theology," 9-10; idem, "The Spirit 
and the Word," 358-59. 

22For example, see his summaries in Grenz "Articulating the Christian Belief­
Mosaic," 126-29; idem, Renewing the Center, 208-11. 
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This means that Grenz not only repudiates the traditional understanding of propositional 

revelation as it has been articulated in conservative evangelicalism. His view also 

necessitates a re-definition of the Reformed idea of sola scriptura because Scripture is 

viewed as the church's authority because it is divinely used, not because it is divinely 

inspired, and because this divine speaking via Scripture is performed in conjunction with 

other sources.23 

Vanhoozer, on the other hand, argues that propositionalism requires more 

attention not because it is a faulty idea that silences the function of the Spirit in divine 

inspiration or illumination. Rather, the problem is that conservative evangelical 

forebearers inadvertantly have fostered an unhelpful wedge between divine content and 

divine action.24 Grenz would most likely agree with this point. Nonetheless, 

Vanhoozer's solution is not to make a distinction between understanding what a biblical 

author wrote and understanding how the Spirit later speaks trans-canonically. This would 

make an unhealthy bifurcation between the content of Scripture and the Spirit's role in 

inspiring that content. Vanhoozer argues, instead, that the Spirit's voice is heard within 

the propositional content as communicated through the biblical authors, but that 

communication does not provide synthetic doctrinal equations nor is it confined to 

indicative assertions. It occurs through the progressive recollection of God's covenantal 

discourses with humanity as it is revealed within the rich diversity of the various literary 

categories of the canon.25 Moreover, the difference between Grenz and Vanhoozer 

regarding the issue of Scripture is that the former argues that the content of Scripture is 

23This brings up an obvious question. How can Grenz claim to be preserving 
the original purpose of sola scriptura when he argues that Scripture is not the sale means 
whereby the Spirit speaks? 

24Vanhoozer, "The Semantics of Biblical Literature," 63-67; idem, "God's 
Mighty Speech Acts," 130-31. 

25Vanhoozer, "From Canon to Concept," 121-22. 



communicated as the Spirit continually speaks while for Vanhoozer, it is conveyed 

through the variety of genre in which the Spirit originally spoke.26 For Grenz then, a 

postconservative view of Scripture places the value of the biblical text upon its divine 

function rather than its fonn, thereby abandoning previous conservative emphases on 
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infallibility and inerrancy, while Vanhoozer's postconservative approach attempts to 

retain these ideas but offer further clarification regarding the ways in which propositional 

content is conveyed through various kinds of literary discourse. 

One helpful way to clarifY and illustrate this fundamental difference between 

Grenz and Vanhoozer is to compare the ways in which they apply Speech-Act theory to 

their particular views of Scripture.27 For Grenz, the Spirit uses the locutions of Scripture 

to deliver illocutionary forces to the contemporary readers of the Christian community. 

Yet these illocutions can potentially transcend, though not contradict, the original 

illocutionary intents of the biblical writers. The reason Grenz argues in this fashion is 

because he views biblical authority as valid only if the Spirit continually appropriates 

Scripture. Therefore, in vintage Ricoeurian style, Grenz sees the textual locutions of 

Scripture as continually exhibiting new illocutionary acts at the Spirit's discretion.28 

Vanhoozer repudiates this idea because it completely misconstrues the idea of Speech­

Act theory as it relates to the very concept of divine inspiration. He argues that the 

locutions, which the biblical authors recorded, as well as their original illocutionary 

intents, cannot be distinguished from the ministry of the Spirit because it is the Spirit that 

26Cf., Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theology," 10-11; Vanhoozer, ·'The 
Spirit of Understanding," 227-28. 

27 Among the many works that contain their thoughts on this topic, concise 
treatments can be found in Grenz, "The Spirit and the Word," 360-62; idem, "Articulating 
the Christian Belief-Mosaic," 124-25; Vanhoozer, "From Speech Acts to Scripture Acts," 
194-200; idem, "The Voice and the Actor," 75-77. 

28Grenz, "The Spirit and the Word," 362. Also, because this idea defines 
biblical authority in terms of how the Spirit continually uses Scripture, the importance of 
inerrancy becomes obsolete. See Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theology," 10. 
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supernaturally led them to perform their particular speech acts in the first place. To then 

divide the speech-acts of Scripture into initial authorial discourse and a type of ongoing 

pneuma-discourse actually eradicates the possibility of speech-acts altogether because 

illocutions can only occur on the basis of the locutionary content from which they derive. 

Consequently, the Spirit's illocutions must always coincide with the textual locutions that 

the biblical authors were led to record.29 So for Grenz, the speech-acts of Scripture are 

reliable because the Spirit continually uses them to perform illocutionary acts while for 

Vanhoozer, they are trustworthy because they originally were performed by the Spirit and 

still illicit supernatural perlocutionary effects. 

This conflict of interests between their views of Scripture also leads to various 

ideas regarding the nature of doctrinal formulation and theological truth. Grenz, for 

instance, believes that to see theological language and doctrinal tenets as constructs that 

describe a set of immutable, irrefutable beliefs as revealed in Scripture is to fall prey to 

the project of modernity. This leads Grenz to reject the concept of metaphysical realism 

because he believes that though Christian theology assumes a certain givenness to the 

world, this givenness is not a static actuality that exists co-temporally with our linguistic 

constructions of the world.3D Grenz argues, instead, that rather than theology objectively 

describing reality as it exists beyond our socio-cultural paradigms, it organizes and 

explicates the entire religious framework of the Christian community including its texts, 

beliefs, experiences, and traditions.3l Note that here, Grenz sees theology as an activity 

that does not move simply from Scripture to interpretation, but constantly reciprocates 

between Scriptural interpretation, communal life, doctrinal traditions, and cultural 

29See Vanhoozer, "From Speech Acts to Scripture Acts," 199; idem, "The 
Spirit of Understanding," 233. 

30Grenz, Renewing the Center, 245-46; idem, "Eschatological Theology: 
Contours of a Postmodern Theology of Hope," RevExp 97 (2000): 350. 

3lGrenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 16. 
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contexts. In doing so, the truthfulness of theology does not lie in its capacity to offer an 

objective analysis of Scripture's portrayal of reality. It resides in its ability to show how 

all the elements of the Christian experience point to the future hope of the eschatological 

end, or telos. 32 Only in this light can any form ofrealism or objective truth be fully 

embraced because in the future world, all the present limitations upon human language 

and knowledge be will eradicated. Consequently, for Grenz, the truthfulness of doctrines 

and theological language is reduced to how they potentially explicate the functions and 

beliefs of the Christian community. 

In contrast, what demarcates Vanhoozer's view of theological language and 

doctrinal formulation from Grenz's is his focus on metaphysical realism as it relates to 

the objectivity of biblical revelation, or what one could call "canonical realism."33 While 

Grenz is only a deferred eschatological realist in the sense that the Bible describes the real 

world only as the Spirit uses it to reflect the future new creation, Vanhoozer can be 

labeled as a critical realist in that he believes the authorially-intended content ofthe 

canon accurately and propositionally describes the world both as it is now and how it will 

be. In addition, Vanhoozer views theological language as an enterprise that focuses on 

developing cognitive models that correctly, though not exhaustively, illustrate the 

canonical descriptions of the world.34 The key, though, is that while Vanhoozer agrees 

with Grenz that the theological task cannot be reduced to gathering indicative data from 

Scripture for synthesizing acontextual doctrinal assertions, he differs from Grenz in that 

32Grenz, "The Spirit and the Word," 364-65. 

33Herein, the idea is that the canon gives a multi-leveled, God's-eyeperspective 
of the world and furthermore, this divine portrayal of reality exists independently of and 
prior to the ways in which it is interpreted and understood by later readers and 
interpreters. The basis of this idea comes from combining Vanhoozer's definition of 
hermeneutical realism with his perceptions of communicative action as it relates to the 
literary categories of the canon. See Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 48; idem, "The 
Semantics of Biblical Literature," 93. 

34Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 93-94. 
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order doctrinal constructs. Furthermore, Vanhoozer argues that theology can be "true" 
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when it echoes the Christian worldview as presented in Scripture's literary forms and yes, 

propositional content.35 Yet the question that still arises is how they believe that 

theological truth-claims can be epistemically justified in light of the postmodern setting. 

This dilemma leads to final divergences regarding their epistemic alternatives 

to foundationalism. On the one hand, Grenz is forced to repudiate the correspondence 

theory of truth because of his non-realist metaphysic, which in turn leads him to embrace 

nonfoundational models of epistemology including communitarian versions of 

coherentism and pragmatism.36 Because there is no universally-accessible means to gain 

an acontextual, objective perspective of the world and because of the postmodem 

skepticism toward discovering an all-encompassing metanarrative, Grenz contends that 

the most effective way to show the supremacy of Christianity is to convey its epistemic 

consistency by explicating its belief-framework. This includes an ongoing presentation of 

how Christian doctrines and texts corne together to foster a particular community and 

superior religious experience. In doing so, Grenz argues that this epistemic coherence 

can aid in validating Christianity against other religious perspectives because it engenders 

a vision of communal existence that transcends all others.37 

Vanhoozer, on the other hand, believes that foundationalism is an insufficient 

model, but again concludes that nonfoundational models are unsatisfactory for Christian 

theology as well. Coherentism, for example, focuses on logical consistency but provides 

35Vanhoozer, "The Semantics of Biblical Literature," 104. 

36See Grenz, "Beyond Foundationalism," 77-82. 

37See Stanley J. Grenz, "The Universality of the 'Jesus-Story' and the 
'Incredulity toward Metanarratives,'" in No Other Gods Before !vIe? Evangelicals and 
the Challenge o.fWorld Religions, ed. John G. Stackhouse, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2001), 105-10. 
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no convincing criteria whereby one model can be shown to be more legitimate than 

another while pragmatic theories of knowledge and truth fail because for Vanhoozer, 

Scripture is "true" regardless of the potential results it may illicit. 38 This leads Vanhoozer 

to postulate a postfoundational, as opposed to a nonfoundational, view of epistemology, 

which again he labels as fallibilism. 39 Here, Vanhoozer argues that Christianity is proven 

to be reliable and true as it engages other worldviews and withstands the criticisms of the 

contemporary context. 40 As this process continues, Vanhoozer contends that the 

Christian worldview, or metanarrative, reveals its truthfulness and thus proves to 

correspond and accurately reflect the world in which we live. 

Therefore, while Grenz and Vanhoozer agree that a contextually-sterile form of 

objective knmvledge does not exist, they disagree upon whether objective truth exists and 

whether it can be known. While one can argue that human knowledge is mediated 

through a particular context, it is something entirely different to argue that knowledge 

cannot perceive existing truth, or that truth does not exist outside of our linguistic 

perceptions of it. Grenz believes that the only way to show the truthfulness of 

Christianity, including biblical claims and theological assertions, is to relate them to the 

eschatological expectations of a future redeemed community. This means that in the 

context of the correspondence theory of truth, Grenz cannot concede that Christianity is 

truer than any other religious tradition. Vanhoozer, on the other hand, embraces the 

correspondence view of truth because he believes that the canon entails divine-

communicative acts that necessarily convey God's interactions with humanity as well as 

his descriptions of reality. Consequently, Christianity can successfully show its epistemic 

38See Vanhoozer, "Christ and Concept," 102-03; idem, "The Semantics of 
Biblical Literature," 97. 

39Vanhoozer, "Christ and Concept," 132-42; idem, "The Voice and the Actor," 
87-89. 

40Vanhoozer, "The Trials of Truth," 367-68. 
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endures all external attacks and criticisms. 
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One helpful way to clarifY this difference of opinion regarding epistemology 

and truth is to compare the ways in which Grenz and Vanhoozer choose to address the 

issue ofpluralism.4l For Grenz, showing the superiority of Christianity comes by 

establishing its common bond with other religions, namely communal interaction. Grenz 

argues that the Christian community is the zenith of all religious groups because it 

worships the Triune God through the person of Christ and the work of the Spirit. 

Christianity thereby is superior to other faiths not because it is right and others are wrong, 

but because it constitutes " ... a more complete appraisal of the human situation and a 

more definitive disclosure of the divine intention.,,42 Juxtaposed to this approach, 

Vanhoozer does not choose to address pluralism through the common theme of 

community, but through the potential act of dialogue.43 Yet in doing so, his intention is 

not simply to comply to epistemic ambivalence or capitulate to postmodern tolerance. 

Rather, he argues that the Christian worldview, as expressed in Scripture, is the only one 

that truly fosters a healthy environment for potential conversation between various 

ideologies because it is based on the fact that God has chosen to communicate with an 

opposing audience, namely humanity.44 Other religions that currently uphold the 

pluralistic banner do not do so consistently. Instead of fostering diversity, they demand 

uniformity to a common set of generic tenets that domesticate religions into one common 

4IAgain, this issue is addressed in Grenz, Renewing the Center, 249-86; idem, 
"The Universality of the 'Jesus-Story,'" 85-111; Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity Belong in 
a Theology of Religions? On Angling in the Rubicon and the 'Identity' of God," in First 
Theology, 45-70. 

42Grenz, "The Universality of the 'Jesus-Story,'" 110. 

43Vanhoozer, "Does the Trinity Belong," 48. 

44Ibid.,67-68. 
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epistemic collage. Moreover, Grenz argues that Christianity is superior because it 

illustrates truth as it will exist in the future while Vanhoozer contends it is true because it 

provides the only way to maintain epistemic consistency in the present. 

In summary, Grenz and Vanhoozer provide complex projects that display both 

the commonality of postconservative thought as well as its diversity. Their works show 

how the postmodern setting is forcing evangelical thinkers to come to grips with the 

methodological entanglements of their theological forebears and choose to take various 

directions in order to address needed areas of improvement. They also provide a helpful 

reminder that the theological task entails spiritual application and not just forensic 

observations. Yet in surveying their approaches to postconservative theological method 

as well as their major differences, there appears to be an underlying boundary that 

sustains the fundamental demarcation between Grenz's and Vanhoozer's approaches, that 

being their perceptions of postmodernism in general. 

Essentially, postconservatism exists as a growing set of responses to the 

challenges that postmodern thought continues to pose against evangelical theology. It is 

only natural then to conclude that Grenz and Vanhoozer, as representatives of this 

segment of evangelicalism, develop their proposals in light of their perceptions of 

postmodernism. In so doing, it also must be kept in mind that if one is more sympathetic 

to postmodern concerns, then one's adaptation of post modern ideas will be more 

aggressive and the opposite dynamic would be true as well. 

Here is where the fundamental source of contention between Grenz and 

Vanhoozer appears to exist. Grenz believes that postmodernism is a means of 

deliverance from modernity. Though he rejects the intrinsic skepticism toward a 

universal metanalTative, he is convinced that many of the postmodern criticisms against 

foundationalism, objectivity, truth, and language are fundementally accurate. In one 

sense, Vanhoozer agrees with Grenz that postmodern thought has leveled legitimate 
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denunciations against some of these ideas, but his positive assessments appear to stop 

here. He does not share Grenz's optimism of post modem ideas because he sees this 

phenomenon as driven by presuppositions that are anything but congenial to Christian 

theology. Therefore, the basic wedge that appears to polarize Grenz from Vanhoozer 

regarding theological method is that Grenz shows a greater tendency to implement 

postmodern concepts than Vanhoozer, which in tum leads them to postulate conclusions 

that are mutually exclusive. This is why Vanhoozer can agree with several postmodern 

ideas but still choose to uphold ideals prominent within evangelical theology such as 

inen'ancy, the correspondence theory of truth, and metaphysical realism and thereby 

promote a conservative-confessional version of postconservatism while Grenz can choose 

to abandon them in exchange for a more thoroughgoing postmodern mode1.45 

Be this as it may, there are still many issues and questions that warrant further 

investigation and attention. As these two thinkers continue to develop their 

methodologies as well as their theological systems, more clarification surely will come to 

light. Nonetheless, at this stage of their thought, certain concerns and criticisms should 

be highlighted and discussed. In the following sections, critical analysis of Grenz's and 

Vanhoozer's approaches will be provided in hopes of identifying the strengths and 

weaknesses of their proposals as well as offering more insights into how their thoughts 

show the divergences within postconservative thought altogether. 

Reflections and Concerns Regarding 
Grenz's Theological Method 

In light of the amount ofliterature that Grenz has produced as well as the 

future works he plans to publish, it must be acknowledged that his contributions to 

postconservative theological method continue to offer insights into the practice of 

45In looking at Vanhoozer's approach and Grenz's criticisms against 
evangelical conservatism, it would probably be safe to assume that Grenz would consider 
Vanhoozer to be an evangelical modernist in postconservative sheep's clothing. 
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evangelical theology, especially as it relates to the postmodem context. He, along with 

other postconservatives and conservatives alike, are aware that evangelical theology must 

be formulated in a way that is sensitive to the cultural context but still consistent in 

maintaining a commitment to the Christian metanarrative as revealed in Jesus Christ. It is 

in attempting to meet these challenges that Grenz also is correct in many of his 

observations regarding the complexities involved in theological discourse. He rightfully 

acknowledges that the major postmodem shifts in philosophy reveal an insensitivity 

within various segments of evangelicalism regarding many of the intricate dynamics 

involved in hermeneutics as well as epistemology. He reminds us that the noetic and 

interpretive elements involved in textual interpretation and doctrinal construction 

function within contextual and even communal boundaries rather than non-biased 

epistemic paradigms. Likewise, Grenz's insights into postmodem thought have fostered 

renewed investigations regarding the relationship between theology and the Christian 

community. Here, Grenz follows a growing trend within evangelical circles to emphasize 

the important role of tradition within the ongoing development of evangelical theology.46 

46Again, the primary essay to consult regarding his thoughts on this issue is 
Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, "Theological Heritage as Hermeneutical 
Trajectory," in Ancient and Postmodern Christianity: Paleo-Orthodoxy in the 21st 
Century, ed. Kenneth Tanner and Christopher Hall (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2002), 
215-39. Thinkers who reflect Grenz's proposals include Henry H. Knight III, A Future 
for Truth: Evangelical Theology in a Postmodern World (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1997), 117-37; Robert Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalismfor a 
Postmodern World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 174-201. For responses that differ from 
Grenz's approach, see D. H. Williams, Retrieving the Tradition and Renewing 
Evangelicalism: A Primerfor Suspicious Protestants (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999); 
Charles P. Arand, "The Church's Dogma and Biblical Theology," inA Confessing 
Theology for Postmodern Times, ed. Michael.Horton (Wheaton: Crossway, 2000), 15-27; 
Trevor Hart, "Tradition, Authority, and a Christian Approach to the Bible as Scripture," 
in Between Two Horizons: Spanning New Testament Studies and Systematic Theology, 
ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000); 183-204; David K. 
Clark, To Know and Love God: Methodjor Theology, in The Foundations of Evangelical 
Theology Series (Wheaton: Crossway. 2003), 221-57. Finally, for a concise overview of 
this issue in general, see Robert Webber, The Younger Evangelicals: Facing the 
Challenges of the New World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 71-82. 



In tum, Grenz's proposals are forcing evangelicals to reassess the importance of 

contextualization as it relates to the task of communicating evangelical theology with 

contemporary ideals and constructs that do not engender conclusions which are 

antithetical to the overall Christian message. 
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Yet all the progress and advancements instilled by Grenz's contributions 

notwithstanding, serious questions still remain regarding his decision to implement such a 

significant amount of postmodern thought into his reformulation of evangelical theology. 

Specifically, his sympathy toward the postmodern ethos and particular approach to 

postconservative theology illicits concerns regarding the reliability and legitimacy of his 

claims in several crucial areas. These include the accuracy of his assessments regarding 

the historical trajectory of evangelical theological method, the validity of the ways in 

which he utilizes certain sources and contemporary ideas to support his particular view of 

Scripture, and the potential continuity that his perceptions of truth and doctrine can 

maintain with the Protestant evangelical tradition as a whole. 

With regard to the first area of concern, it is highly questionable as to whether 

Grenz's historical analysis of evangelical theology and subsequent charge that the 

majority of conservative evangelicals actually are modernistic rationalists is entirely 

justified. This is a crucial point because along with his assessment of postmodernism as a 

whole, this accusation is what convinces Grenz that he has legitimate warrant to 

formulate a new postmodernistic approach. Because previous evangelical conservatives 

utilized modernistic methodologies that are now perceived as untenable, he deems it 

necessary to revise evangelical theology in light of the setting that has revealed these 

shortcomings, namely various facets of postmodern thought. Nonetheless, if Grenz's 

categorization of conservatives as modernists can be shown to be reductionistic or 

misleading at best or completely inaccurate at worst, then one can develop a legitimate 

concern regarding whether Grenz's alternate'proposals actually are moving evangelical 

theology in a positive direction. 
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Again, in retrospect, the basis of Grenz's portrayal of conservatives as 

evangelical modernists begins with his initial assessment of the theological methodology 

of the Princetonian tradition.47 Grenz concedes to the growing historiographical 

consensus that the nineteenth and early twentieth century Princetonian theologians 

postulated their theological approaches in light of the prominent epistemic ideals of their 

day including CF, Scottish Common-Sense realism, and the inductive-empirical approach 

to scientific inquiry.48 Beginning with the thOUght of Charles Hodge, Grenz argues that 

the Princetonians critically implemented certain features of Common-Sense realism into a 

modified scientific version of theological inquiry.49 Theology became viewed as a 

empirical exercise whereby theologians examined and analyzed the literary content of 

Scripture in order to synthesize the divinely-revealed propositional data into doctrinal 

constructs. In so doing, Scripture was perceived to be the reliable epistemic foundation 

that could undergird the authority of doctrinal formulations. This is why later thinkers 

such as Warfield and A. A. Hodge spent much of their time defending the ideas of 

biblical inerrancy and infallibility by appealing to evidence and scientific arguments. If 

47See Grenz, Renewing the Center, 69-77; idem, "Beyond Foundationalism," 
63-65. 

48The literature propounding this theory continues to grow. The seminal essay 
that began to popularize this idea came from Sydney Ahlstrom, "The Scottish Philosophy 
and American Theology," Church History 24 (1955): 257-72. Later essays began to build 
on Ahlstroms' conclusions such as Ernest Sandeen, "The Princeton Theology: One 
Source of Biblical Literalism in American Protestantism," Church History 31 (1962): 
307-21; Samuel Pearson, "Enlightenment Influence on Protestant Thought in Early 
National America," Encounter 38 (1977): 193-212; Mark Ellingsen, "Common Sense 
Realism: The Cutting Edge of Evangelical Identity," Dialog 24 (1985): 197-205. 
Currently, many evangelicals also have promoted the major points of this thesis including 
George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth­
Century Evangelicalism 1870-1975 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 109-18; 
Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994),83-
107; Alister McGrath, A Passion for Truth: The Intellectual Coherence of Evangelicalism 
(Leicester, England: InterVarsity, 1996), 169. 

49Grenz, Renewing the Center, 71-72. 
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the veracity of Scripture was proven to be fraudulent, then theological observations would 

be groundless as wen. Therefore, in a sense, theology was perceived to be a science 

because of the challenges of the new scientific age. 

Taking this assessment even further, Grenz contends that this modernized 

version of theological inquiry along with the new focus on biblical inerrancy overflowed 

into the modernist-fundamentalist debates of the early twentieth-century and the later 

postwar neo-evangelical movement. Beginning with the fundamentalist movement, the 

doctrine of inerrancy proved to be the primary banner that was uplifted and heralded in 

response to the growing challenges of German liberalism and historical criticism. 50 Then 

as gradual rifts within various fundamentalist ranks eventually led to the new evangelical 

movement, Grenz argues that later conservative thinkers chose to preserve the focus on 

inerrancy and continue to develop the Princetonian-rationalistic viewpoint of systematic 

theology whereby theologians simply use the laws of logic to examine the cognitive 

information conveyed in Scripture and postulate coherent systems that explicate and 

harmonize all the given information.51 The problem, however, is that despite the success 

that this approach had in defending the credibility of Christianity in the past, Grenz 

concludes that it must now be revised since it only responds to questions that are relevant 

to the Enlightenment rather than the current postmodern setting. Moreover, Grenz 

believes that this proposal substantiates his demarcation between evangelical modernists, 

or those who desire to uphold the Princetonian-modernist approach, and postmodern 

evangelicals, or those who desire to modifY theological method in light of postmodern 

thought. 52 

50Ibid., 79. 

51Again, Grenz cites Carl Henry, Gordon Lewis, Bruce Demarest, and Wayne 
Grudem as examples who follow this perspective. Ibid., 92-102, 123-34; Grenz, "Beyond 
F oundationalism," 64-65. 

52 Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theology," 1-2. 
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The major question that arises, nonetheless, is whether this accusation that 

conservative evangelicals are modernists is completely valid. For example, the specific 

consensus to which Grenz adheres regarding the old Princetonian tradition is beginning to 

show serious defects in light of further research. Two such contributors, who are 

beginning to show the complexities of the Princetonian thinkers and argue that their 

theological approaches were not newly formed models of scholastic rationalism, include 

Peter Hicks and Paul Helseth. Hicks, for instance, has provided an analysis of Charles 

Hodge's thought and concluded that his much criticized correlation between theology and 

science is somewhat unfounded.53 The very use of the word science as well as his 

adaptation of an inductive method to systematic theology were not implicit capitulations 

to the Enlightenment, but attempts to emphasize the fact that the Bible, including its 

narratives and claims, possessed a canonical and theological symmetry. Hicks argues that 

the reason Hodge made this parallel was not because he wanted to adapt theology to 

empirical observation, but because he desired to establish Scripture as the starting point 

for theological inquiry.54 Furthermore, another reason for emphasizing this point was to 

develop a response to the speculative approaches of the rationalists and the mystical 

method of Schleiermacher and his school who allowed no divine external source to 

control their theologizing.55 

Parallel to Hicks' work, Helseth also has examined the work of the major 

Princetonian theologians in order to show that they were not substituting the heritage of 

the Reformed tradition for a sterilized form of epistemic rationalism via Enlightenment 

53Peter Hicks, The Philosophy of Charles Hodge: A 19th Century Evangelical 
Approach to Reason. Knowledge. and Truth (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1997), 120-
23. 

54Ibid., 122. 

55Ibid. 



206 

philosophy.56 Instead, Helseth contends that the intellectualism of old Princeton had 

more to do with the dynamics involved in the unitary operation of the soul, including the 

will, the mind, and the emotions than an accommodation to the anthropological and 

epistemological assumptions of Common Sense realism or Baconian Inductivism.57 

Consequently, Helseth argues that the standard postconservative critique of the 

propositional model of theological formulation is unwarranted because it fails to 

acknowledge the fact that the Princetonian conception of knowledge corresponded with 

the Augustinian and Reformed conviction that the reception of revealed truth entailed 

both rational and moral elements, which, in tum, was a foreign concept to the epistemic 

approaches of Enlightenment thinking. 58 Likewise, Helseth claims that postconservatives 

misconstrue the basic purpose of doctrine, which the Princetonians were striving to 

preserve, namely that they must derive from a reliable source in order for faith to exist.59 

56For exposure to his works, see Paul Kjoss Helseth, "The 'Intellectualism' of 
Old Princeton: a Question of Epistemological Context," PTR 4 (1997): 42-49; idem, "The 
Apologetical Tradition of the OPC: A Reconsideration," WTJ60 (1998): 109-29; idem, 
"B. B. Warfield's Apologetical Appeal to 'Right Reason': Evidence ofa 'Rather Bald 
Rationalism?'" SBET 16 (1998): 156-77; idem, '''Right Reason' and the Princeton Mind: 
The Moral Context," The Journal of Presbyterian History 77 (1999): 13-28; idem, "B. B. 
Warfield on the Apologetic Nature of Christian Scholarship: An Analysis of His Solution 
to the Problem of the Relationship Between Christianity and Culture," WT J 62 (2000): 
89-111; idem, "Re-Imagining the Princeton Mind: Postconservative Evangelicalism, Old 
Princeton, and the Rise ofNeo-Fundamentalism," JETS 45 (2002): 427-50. 

57Helseth, "The 'Intellectualism' of Old Princeton," 49. 

58Helseth, "Re-Imagining the Princeton Mind," 440. 

59Ibid., 441. Interestingly enough, Helseth also mentions an interaction he had 
with Grenz wherein he claimed that the problem with the Princetonian methodology was 
not so much its implementation of Common Sense realism, but its indebtedness to the 
method of empirical science. Helseth's response is noteworthy because he claims that 
Grenz's move is problematic because it is typically argued that the Princetonians 
practiced a method of empirical inquiry precisely because of their use of Common Sense 
realism. So it seems that Grenz inadvertantly is surrendering the essential factor that 
nonnally is used to repudiate the Princetonian approach. See Helseth, "Re-Imagining the 
Princeton Mind," 433 n. 45. 
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With these observations taken into consideration, if it is incorrect to link the 

theological methodology ofthe old Princetonian thinkers to various epistemic and 

ontological commitments of the Enlightenment era, then it also is problematic to label 

later twentieth-century evangelical thinkers who have developed this approach as 

modernistic rationalists as well. Thinkers such as Carl Henry, Millard Erickson, Gordon 

Lewis, Bruce Demarest, and Wayne Grudem indeed have modified and implemented the 

theological methodologies of their nineteenth century forebears. Nonetheless, to equate 

their emphases on propositional revelation, rationality, and inductive inquiry with the 

epistemic shortcomings of modernity is to ignore the vast differences between the 

nonChristian ideals of the modern era and the evangelical responses to those ideals. As 

Chad Brand has argued with regards to the accusation that Carl Henry is a modernist, 

The "modern" situation ... raised questions not broached in earlier times in the 
church. The rise of modern natural science, historicism, and positivism have created 
apologetical problems for the church not heretofore encountered. Henry's 
discussions of revelation and truth are a response to this scenario. And while this 
one set of concerns may be relatively new, it is not a novelty for the church to be 
forced to face deadly objections in the intellectual world, questions which may not 
be addressed specifically and straightforwardly by biblical texts. . .. Henry's work 
is a continuation of the polemical tradition which has ancient roots, and not one 
which is modernistic in orientation.60 

Therefore, contrary to Grenz's taxonomy, conservative evangelicals are not necessarily 

modernists because they successfully engaged the questions and assumptions of 

modernity. This is the task of evangelical theology in any historical setting. Furthermore, 

to assert that they faced those obstacles by succumbing to the humanistic predispositions 

that dominated that era is a highly questionable deduction to establish because, in 

actuality, conservatives discount the modern as well as the postmodern eras because their 

intellectual moorings are both perceived to be mutually hostile to Christianity. 

In conjunction with this misrepresentation of conservatives as evangelical 

modernists, a second major concern regarding the formulation of Grenz's theological 

6°Chad O. Brand, "Is Carl Henry a Modernist? Rationalism and 
Foundationalism in Post-War Evangelical Theology?" TrinJ20 (1999): 16-17. 
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method relates to the manner in which he misuses pertinent sources and contemporary 

topics in order to revise the evangelical doctrine of Scripture. Two primary examples that 

display this trend the most include his modified use of the Westminster Confession 

(hereafter WC) and his implementation ofthe philosophy of Speech-Act theory. Again, 

with regards to his postconservative take on Scripture, Grenz wants to move beyond the 

traditional understanding of divine inspiration including the concepts of inerrancy and 

infallibility because he is convinced that they are steeped in a foundationalistic paradigm 

that inadvertently robs the Bible of its theological potency. Grenz argues that the gradual 

perception of the Bible as a stationary deposit of pristine divine data that merely requires 

interpreters to dissect and extract its content in order to formulate intricate systems of 

theological loci ultimately silences the divine voice of Scripture. 6 1 The dynamic work of 

the Spirit in divine revelation becomes subject to particular theological expressions of 

that revelation.62 Therefore, in order to reinforce the dynamic of Scripture as an entity 

that is continually used by the Spirit and also evade the alleged modernistic 

presuppositions behind the conservative emphasis on inerrancy, Grenz concludes that 

evangelicals must acknowledge that Scripture is authoritative not because of its intrinsic 

nature or veracity, but because it is the instrument of the Spirit's voice.63 In other words, 

the focal point for understanding the relationship between the Spirit and Scripture should 

not be inspiration, but illumination.64 Moreover, it is at this juncture that Grenz draws 

from the WC and Speech-Act theory to develop his view, but in the process, seriously 

misconstrues both sources. 

61See Grenz, "Articulating the Christian Belief-Mosaic," 124; idem, Renewing 
the Center, 206. 

62Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical Theology," 9-10. 

63Ibid., 10. 

64Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology, 118. 
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To begin, Grenz attempts to justify his concept of the Spirit continually 

speaking through Scripture by appealing to the WC wherein it states that, 

The Supreme Judge, by which an controversies of religion are to be determined, and 
all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private 
spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but 
the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scriptures.65 (emphasis mine) 

Grenz rightly observes that in this statement, the Westminster divines were attempting to 

preserve the Reformation ideal of binding the Word with the witness of the Spirit. They 

indeed desired to keep Scripture and the Spirit together in order to provide the foundation 

for understanding in what sense the Bible is to be read as a text.66 However, Grenz then 

projects this point to unwarranted limits by interpreting the WC to be implying that the 

authority of Scripture is somehow divorced from its divine origin or inspired character. 

He contends that the Protestant principle seems to emphasize the fact that the Scriptures 

are not binding because the Spirit divinely-authored them, but because the Spirit 

continues to speak through them to the Christian community.67 Consequently, this 

speaking is not bound to what the inspired authors wrote because the biblical text can 

convey new, though not contradictory, meanings in different cultural contexts at the 

Spirit's discretion.68 

Regardless of the validity of Grenz's theory, this attempt to use the WC to 

de-emphasize the concepts of inspiration, infallibility, and inerrancy as well as foster a 

dichotomy between what the biblical authors originally said and what the Spirit says 

radically misrepresents this creed's intentions. This initially can be seen in the fact that 

65Philip Schaff, ed., "The Westminster Confession," in The Evangelical 
Protestant Creeds, vol. 3 of The Creeds o/Christendom, 6th ed. (San Francisco: Harper 
and Row, 1931; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 605-06. 

66Grenz, "The Spirit and the Word," 358. 

67Ibid. 

68Ibid., 362. 
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the WC couches its description of Scripture, including its relationship to the Spirit, in 

terms that Grenz repudiates. For example, in his earlier work, Grenz shows disdain for 

calling the Scriptures themselves the Word of God and chooses to agree with Peter 

Rainbow and Donald Bloesch that the early church distinguished between God's words 

and the words of Scripture.69 Yet in sections two and five, the WC clearly espouses the 

view the Scriptures are the actual Word of God and were given by divine inspiration. 70 

More specifically though, with regard to Grenz's interpretation of the phrase 

"the Spirit speaking through Scripture," before concluding with this statement, the WC 

claims in section four that "The authority of the Holy Scripture ... , does not depend 

upon the testimony of any man or church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself), the 

Author thereof."71 So the Spirit's role in speaking functions via divine authorship, or in 

the giving of the text, not in a new kind of speaking that is distinct from the inspiration of 

the text. This idea is enforced again by the statement in section six that "The whole 

counsel of God ... , is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary 

consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be 

added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men. ,,72 The point to 

observe in these quotes is that the WC restricts the divine act of speaking to the texts 

themselves as they were given. Furthermore, the WC does endorse the idea of divine 

illumination, but it is not formulated in such a way that the Spirit conveys meanings 

69See Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology, 131. 

7°Schaff, "The Westminster Confession," 601-03. It can also be argued that 
though the original authors were unaware of the intricate arguments that would arise due 
to historical study and scientific inquiries, they were committed to a preliminary form of 
propositional revelation because the very character of the WC as a seventeenth-century 
document accentuates this view. See John H. Leith, Assembly at Westminster: Reformed 
Theology in the Making (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1973), 77-78. 

7lSchaff, "The Westminster Confession," 602. 

72Ibid.,603. 
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through the Bible that transcend the literary intents of the biblical authors. Instead, the 

Spirit is necessary for giving people " ... saving understanding of such things as are 

revealed in the Word.'m The Spirit does not change the Scriptures to fit the questioning 

heart, but changes the heart to understand the Scriptures. The WC's claim that the Spirit 

speaks through Scripture, therefore, cannot be used to argue that divine speech moves 

beyond what has been spoken. 74 As John Gerstner has aptly summarized, 

F or the Westminster divines the final judge in controversies was not the bare Word 
of God interpreted by human logic, but the Holy Spirit surely assisted the devout 
interpreter and spoke in the Word He had inspired. Nevertheless, the divines never 
appealed to something the Spirit was supposedly saying apart from the sound 
exegesis of His word. They never attacked an exegesis as not coming from the 
Spirit but as not coming from the text .... In a word, Westminster is saying, What 
God has joined together-Word and Spirit- let no man put asunder. It is the Spirit 
who enables the saint savingly to understand the Word and it is the Word that 
enables him to understand that it is the Spirit who is enabling him. 75 

Upon misusing the WC to act as a starting point, it is also important to note 

that Grenz subsequently misapplies the concept of Speech-Act theory in the process of 

articulating his alternate view of revelation. In keeping with his emphasis on the Spirit 

continually speaking new messages through Scripture, Grenz formulates an alternate 

postfoundationalistic approach wherein the Spirit speaks new messages to the Christian 

community by appropriating the manifold diversity of writings that constitute the Bible, 

or its locutions, in order to perform ongoing illocutionary acts. 76 However, the key 

73Ibid.,603-04. 

74Even Clark Pinnock recognized this fact in his earlier work. Correllating the 
WC to the Formula of Concord, Pinnock claimed that "our source of authority is the Holy 
Spirit speaking by Scripture, the product of His own creative breath: Deus locutus and 
Deus loquens (God has spoken; God is speaking) .... Scripture is itself the divine 
utterance, and stands above everything before and after it." Clark Pinnock, Biblical 
Revelation: The Foundation of Christian Theology (Chicago: Moody Press, 1971),115. 

75John H. Gerstner, "The View of the Bible Held by the Church: Calvin and the 
Westminster Divines," in Inerrancy, ed. Norman L Geisler (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1980),400. 

76Grenz, "Articulating the Christian Belief-Mosaic," 125. 
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revision in Grenz's approach is that he does not view the Spirit's illocutions as centering 

solely on the original illocutions ofthe biblical authors because the Scriptures take on an 

autonomous textual life of their own as the Spirit uses them in new contexts and 

settings.77 So in implementing this idea into his postmodem approach, the reliability of 

the Bible does not rest in its ability to always give accurate information, but in the fact the 

Spirit chooses to use it to communicate with God's people. 

The difficulties with this application of Speech-Act theory are two-fold. One 

major shortcoming is that Grenz fails to acknowledge that the Scriptures themselves are 

speech acts. Grenz claims that "the biblical texts bear witness to God's acting and 

speaking to the communities of faith in the biblical era. But God acts and speaks today 

too, and the Bible is the Spirit's chosen vehicle for speaking authoritatively to US."78 

Here, Grenz acknowledges the fact that the Spirit somehow conveys discourse through 

the Scriptures, but apparently chooses to dismiss the fact that the Bible itself is a 

collection of divinely-inspired, covenantal discourses, or speech acts. Its various literary 

genres are all various forms of communicative expressions, which means that they are 

modes of speaking. Therefore, whatever Grenz wishes to do in articulating the dynamic 

of the Spirit's speaking, he must do so in light ofthe fact that the texts that the Spirit 

chooses to use are previously established forms of speech. This unfortunate move on 

Grenz's part leads to the second problem with his application of Speech-Act theory, 

which is a failure to maintain the functional distinction between locutions and iHocutions. 

In developing this idea, Grenz asserts that when acknowledging the Spirit's capacity to 

speak through Scripture, it must be recognized that this dynamic refers to an illocutionary 

rather than a locutionary act. 79 Yet the problem, which ironically is highlighted by 

77Grenz, "The Spirit and the Word," 362. 

78Ibid.,36l. 

79Ibid. 
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Vanhoozer in an engagement with Grenz's approach, is that an illocution in and of itself 

is not an act of speech, but rather a particular force behind a given statement. An 

illocution is the contextual force, whether it be promising, commanding, comforting. or 

encouraging, that a given locutionary statement is intending to make. Consequently, even 

though locutions and illocutions are dependent upon each other, speaking itself is not an 

illocutionary act. 80 The ambiguity that remains then with regards to Grenz's proposal 

pertains to the specific way in which the Spirit's illocutionary forces can be conveyed 

independently of the previous illocutions that were originally established by the initial 

locutions of the biblical authors.S! 

At this particular juncture, the central point that must be highlighted, however, 

regarding Grenz's utilization of Speech-Act theory as well as the WC is not simply his 

misuse of them, but the direction in which he desires to go with regards to revising the 

doctrine of Scripture. The deeper purpose behind Grenz's emphasis on the Spirit 

"speaking" is not simply to re-emphasize the Protestant conviction regarding the 

relationship between the Spirit and the Word, but to relocate the basis of biblical 

authority as it has been traditionally understood in evangelical theology. Early on, Grenz 

launched his seminal thoughts on this objective by rejecting former attempts of previous 

evangelicals who attempted to defend the authority of Scripture by appealing to verifiable 

miracles, historical evidence, and fulfilled prophecies and argued instead that 

All such attempts to establish the role of Scripture in theology ... , are ultimately 
unnecessary. In engaging in the theological task, we may simply assume the 
authority of the Bible on the basis of the integral relation of theology to the faith 
community. Because the Bible is the universally acknowledged book of the 
Christian church, the biblical message functions as the central norm for the 
systematic articulation of the faith of that community. Consequently, the divine 
nature of Scripture or its status vis-a.-vis revelation need not be demonstrated in the 
prologomenon to theology. Sufficient for launching the systematic-theological 

8°Ibid., 198; 1. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, ed. J. o. Urmson and 
Marina Sbisa., 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962; reprint, 1978), 99-
108. 

8lVanhoozer, "From Speech Acts to Scripture Acts," 198. 
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enterprise is the nature of theology itself as reflection on community faith. And 
sufficient for the employment of the Bible in this task is its status as the book of the 
community.82 

Grenz's point is that biblical authority is primarily pragmatic or functional in nature 

rather than ontological. The Bible is not authoritative because its words derive from the 

mind of God nor does it contain inerrant, first-order language that provides a foundational 

point of reference for subsequent second-order theological reflection. Rather, the 

Scriptures are used by the Spirit in conjunction with the church's theological traditions as 

well as its contemporary cultural setting in order to explicate the Christian belief 

framework. This is why Grenz wants to focus on how the Spirit continues to speak as 

opposed to how the Spirit may have spoken. Nevertheless, as R. Albert Mohler, Jr. has 

observed, the troubling axiom that Grenz creates with this ideal is that "The Bible draws 

its authority essentially from the community of faith rather than vice versa."S3 

These revisions to the evangelical doctrine of Scripture finally lead to a third 

set of problems, which entail Grenz's postmodem revisions to the nature of doctrine and 

truth itself. Again, in review, Grenz couches his postconservative approach regarding 

these issues in terms of his modified version of eschatological realism and epistemic 

nonfoundationalism. With regard to his idea of realism, because Grenz believes that no 

simple one-to-one correlation exists between language and the present world, he argues 

that the concept of realism must be perceived in terms of the relationship between human 

knowledge and the future world. 84 Following the work of W olfhart Pannenberg, Grenz 

contends that epistemic objectivity will only exist in the eschatological future and, 

therefore, concludes that all Christian truth-claims can only escape their socio-linguistic 

82Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology, 94. 

83R. Albert Mohler, Jr., "Reformist Evangelicalism: A Center without a 
Circumference," in A C01?fessing Theology for Postmodern Times, 140-41. 

84See Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 23; Grenz, "Eschatological 
Theology," 350. 



215 

and contextual limitations only because they give reference to the future new creation. 

Consequently, Grenz is a nonrealist in the sense that he denies that present reality exists 

outside of our socially constructed realities, but is a quasi-deferred realist in the sense that 

he believes that true objectivity will one day exist in the eschaton. 

With regard to his view of epistemology, Grenz believes that theories of 

knowledge must jettison any remnant of foundationalism in exchange for epistemic 

approaches such as coherentism and pragmatism, which in tum, leads him to define the 

nature of truth and doctrine in light of a modified version of George Lindbeck's cultural­

linguistic approach to theological discourse,85 Herein, doctrinal constructs are not 

propositional reflections that accurately describe the first-order claims of biblical 

revelation, but linguistic expressions of a given community's theological identity, This 

means that doctrines only have epistemic authority within the communities that create 

them. Taking this idea a step further, Grenz attempts to preserve the uniqueness of the 

Christian metanarrative by arguing that the church does not show its epistemic superiority 

to other communities by claiming to possesses universal truth as revealed in Scripture, 

but by exemplifYing its future hope of redemption in the present through communal 

acceptance and Christian love. 

The overarching concerns that surface regarding this complex view of doctrinal 

formulation pertains to its surrender of the universal nature of truth and its abandonment 

of the concept of metaphysical realism altogether. Regarding the subject of truth, though 

Grenz asserts that evangelicalism cannot abdicate the metanarrative of the gospel via the 

person and work of Christ, his adaptation of postmodem thought reduces the nature of 

truth as well as the corollary subject of doctrine to functional rather than ontological 

categories. In other words, the claim that Christianity is true does not refer to a belief that 

it is an objective, universal fact. Instead, it means that it has a particular relevance within 

85Grenz, Renewing the Center, 199-203; idem, "Articulating the Christian 
Belief-Mosaic," 116-22. 
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the Christian community and has the ability to provide certain results, whether it be an 

effective communal environment or a coherent framework of beliefs. Yet the question 

that this model fails to answer, at least at this juncture, is how doctrines, or theological 

truth-claims, can demand cognitive allegiance from all people in all communities. It 

appears that Grenz is left with a theory that perceives truth to be something that primarily 

happens as opposed to something that coincides with reality.86 

This perplexity regarding the nature of truth-claims, in turn, relates to the 

further problems with Grenz's conception of realism. The notion of eschatological 

realism is helpful in that it aids in emphasizing the importance of eschatology in 

theological reflection. Nevertheless, Grenz's argument that the future world is more 

objective than the present one is ambiguous at best for at least two reasons, which D. A. 

Carson has highlighted.87 One is that Grenz does not have a legitimate warrant to merge 

the categories of eternality and reality. "The mere fact that this world is passing away and 

the eschatological world is final and eternal does not mean that the latter is more 'real' 

than the former and therefore better known. ,,88 There is no reason to conclude then that 

something that is temporary is not just as real as something that is eternaL Yet even if 

one were to concede to Grenz's point that the future world will be more objective than the 

present, Carson also emphasizes the fact that human knowledge will still be mediated and 

finite in the eschatological future. If limited knowledge is the obstacle to epistemic 

objectivity, then the new creation cannot solve that problem. In response to these 

86For a thorough criticism of the pragmatic theory of truth as it relates to 
George Lindbeck's postliberal project, see F. Leron Schults, "Truth Happens? The 
Pragmatic Conception of Truth and the Postliberal Research Program," PTR 4 (1997): 26-
36. 

87See D. A. Carson, "Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Stanley J. 
Grenz's Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theology in a Post-Theological Era," SBJT 6 
(2002): 92-93. 

88Ibid., 92. 
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criticisms, Grenz does not provide any substantial argumentation against Carson's 

insights, but simply asserts that his view follows the tradition of Christian thought as 

represented in Augustine and C. S. Lewis.89 So it still remains to be seen as to how this 

particular perspective can possibly sustain the voice of evangelicalism in the current 

pluralistic setting. 

In final summary of Grenz's overall approach to theological method, it is clear 

that his postconservative tendencies are unquestionably postmodern in nature. Grenz 

represents a growing number of nonconservative evangelicals who endorse the 

postmodern critique of truth, objectivity, epistemological foundational ism, and 

metaphysical realism. In doing so, Grenz's proposals also show the alarming ideas that 

many postconservatives are willing to implement as alternatives such as the redefinition 

of evangelical identity in terms of the spiritual vision of the Christian community rather 

than propositional-doctrinal commitments or any preliminary convictions regarding the 

cognitive authority intrinsic to the content of Scripture. Grenz's thought also displays the 

increasing trend among many postconservatives to view doctrinal boundaries and models 

of epistemic certainty as harmful to evangelical theology because they foster doctrinal 

elitism instead of a environment that welcomes theological advancements. 

Nonetheless, further work is still necessary in order to clarifY certain parts of 

Grenz's approach. For instance, Grenz's views of truth and Scripture lead to serious 

implications for the nature of language, which Grenz has yet to fully answer. Likewise, 

the specific way in which Grenz believes the Spirit speaks to the Christian community 

through the means of theological traditions, culture, and Scripture simultaneously remains 

highly abstract and in need of more attention. Moreover, Grenz's approach also leaves 

the intratextual as well as the extratextual nature of doctrine in serious jeopardy. 

89See Stanley Grenz, Toward an Undomesticated Gospel: A Response to D. A. 
Carson, page 6 [on-line]; accessed 7 January 2003; available from 
http://www.modernreformation.org/monthly/grenzresponse.html; Internet. 
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Regarding the fonner issue of intratextuality, Grenz spends much time emphasizing the 

point that theologians must articulate the overall framework of the Christian belief-

mosaic in the contemporary cultural context. Yet in pleading for a generous orthodoxy, 

Grenz appears to establish little, if any, criteria for determining whether a particular 

doctrinal belief or claim potentially violates the intratextual hannony of the Christian 

faith.9o Furthermore, in relation to the subject of extratextuality, Grenz's reduction of 

biblical authority to communal spirituality and redefinition of doctrine in terms of 

Wittgenstenian and Lindbeckian philosophy forces him to argue that the metanarrative of 

Christianity should be defended on terms of pragmatism and communal success rather 

than naive appeals to universal truth. These concerns notwithstanding, though, it remains 

to be seen how Grenz's version of post conservative theology will advance and possibly 

alter the evangelical tradition as the early twenty-first century continues to unfold. 

Reflections and Concerns Regarding 
Vanhoozer's Theological Method 

Like Grenz, Kevin Vanhoozer's contributions to theological method also 

provide guidance and potential options that evangelicals possibly can use in order to 

move forward in the postmodern setting. For instance, his critical work in the areas of 

hermeneutics and postmodernism has supplied helpful insights regarding the complexities 

of the philosophy oflanguage. Also, by offering conversant familiarity with Kantian and 

existential thought as well as the schools of poststructuralism, deconstructionism, and 

literary pragmatism, Vanhoozer has been able to show the metaphysical and theological 

correlations that exist between views of henneneutical theory and theistic convictions. In 

90Using history as a example, Arius argued in the fourth century that Christ was 
not divine in the same sense as the Father and used the Bible to support his point. 
Ultimately, the church had to decide not only to endorse the authority of the Scriptures, 
but to agree upon a certain way of reading and interpreting them by concluding that they 
taught that the Son and the Father are equally divine. Applying this issue to Grenz's 
understanding of doctrine, it seems rather problematic that one can maintain a sufficient 
critieria that would be capable of making similar doctrinal adjudications. 
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tum, these insights act as a supplementary basis whereby Vanhoozer can use Christian 

theism, or more specifically Trinitarianism, as a paradigm to formulate a more refined 

defense of authorial intent and hermeneutical realism. In addition to the apologetic value 

of his work and in contrast to Grenz, Vanhoozer likewise retains a strong loyalty to 

conservative evangelical perspectives of Scripture, truth, and knowledge. For example, 

though he follows in suit with Grenz in using the philosophy of Speech-Act theory to 

explicate the dynamics involved in biblical revelation, he strives to preserve the standard 

dynamics involved in the traditional evangelical and even Reformed understanding of the 

subject. In addition, he furnishes legitimate criticisms of previous evangelical treatments 

of propositional revelation that warrant further investigation. So much so that if various 

evangelicals are unwilling to adopt his solutions, they are compelled in light of his 

thought to offer alternative solutions. Finally, Vanhoozer's work in the field of 

theological method is influential within evangelical circles because again, as opposed to 

Grenz's approach, he advocates theories that are sensitive to postmodern criticisms but at 

the same time, committed to the traditional corpus of historical evangelical beliefs. 

Juxtaposed to the many positive elements that Vanhoozer's work offers for the 

future of evangelical theology, certain concerns still remain regarding specific elements 

of his approach. Some simply exist because Vanhoozer's thought is currently in process 

for like Grenz, he is still developing his own perspectives. Yet others come to the 

forefront in light of the major themes that Vanhoozer himself emphasizes throughout the 

majority of his work. These points aside, though, at least four issues arise regarding the 

direction and coherence of Vanhoozer's methodology. They include the validity of 

certain criticisms he mounts against other conservative evangelical approaches, the level 

of wisdom behind his decision to adopt the postconservative label, the actual meaning of 

meaning as it applies to his hermeneutical approach and reformulation of biblical 

revelation, and the implications of his postfoundational view of rationality and 

subsequent proposals regarding the nature of doctrine. 
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With regard to the first area of concern, Vanhoozer mistakingly follows several 

of the cursory criticisms that Grenz makes regarding previous and current conservative 

approaches to theology, though to a lesser degree. This initially can be seen in his 

statements that link Cartesian rationalism with evangelical attempts to seek absolute 

epistemic foundations and certain conclusions.91 As shown in the discussion of Grenz's 

approach, however, it is not altogether conclusive that the old Princetonian or postwar 

evangelical focus on Scripture as an epistemic foundation for theological inquiry was a 

methodological corollary or implicit capitulation to the Enlightenment. Rather, the 

intentional correlation between certainty, foundationalism, and Scripture was in fact an 

attempt to structure a careful response to the skepticism of modernity. Nevertheless, 

Vanhoozer unfortunately adopts several of the axioms pertinent to Grenz's definition of 

evangelical modernism and thereby instigates misplaced criticisms toward various 

conservative approaches. 

One such example can be seen in his comments regarding evangelical 

theologian Wayne Grudem.92 In similar Princetonian and conservative fashion, Grudem 

writes in his work on evangelical theology that systematics is a discipline that attempts to 

answer the question, "What does the whole Bible teach us? about any given topic."93 

Later in his presidential address to the Evangelical Theological Society, Grudem again 

highlights this idea by admonishing evangelical scholars to provide more works that 

discuss what the entire Bible teaches regarding pertinent contemporary issues.94 Though 

91Again see Vanhoozer, "Exploring the World," 8-9; idem, "God's Mighty 
Speech Acts," 143. 

92Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 62-63. 

93Grudem, Systematic Theology, 21. Grudem also points out that this definition 
is not original with him, but is taken from his former theology professor at Westminster 
Seminary, John Frame. 

94Grudem, "Do We Act as if," 6. 
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more sympathetic to Grudem's approach than Grenz because of its Reformed focus on 

sola scriptura and tota scriptum, Vanhoozer believes that this whole Bible methodology 

tends to reduce evangelical theology to a conglomeration of disconnected topics and 

therefore falls prey to the quandary that previously haunted Bernard Ramm.95 Theology 

becomes a study of an arbitrary set of issues with no apparent point of reference to 

establish any kind of systemic coherence. In response to Grudem's alleged shortcomings, 

Vanhoozer argues that even though the Bible is the superior source with regards to 

theological formulation, understanding specific issues from an evangelical standpoint 

should not be reduced to asking what the relevant parts of the Bible say about a particular 

issue. Instead, evangelicals should develop their responses to various issues in light of 

their cumulative understanding of the nature of God, or more specifically, the Bible as a 

unified whole;96 This ideal then leads Vanhoozer to propose his canonical-linguistic 

approach wherein theology is formulated in light of the overall narrative of redemption 

rather than mere texts that directly address various subjects.97 

The problem with this assessment is that Vanhoozer's perception of Grudem is 

reductionistic. When examining Grudem's work, it is not entirely clear that his emphasis 

on understanding what the whole Bible teaches about a given subject necessarily leads to 

the notion that the Bible merely is an arbitrary collection of statements addressing 

assorted subjects. Ironically, it seems that this approach actually promotes the basic 

point that Vanhoozer wants to emphasize, namely canonical symmetry. Grudem clearly 

states that systematic theology includes the ability to gather all the results from Old 

Testament theology, New Testament theology, biblical theology, historical theology, and 

philosophy in order to construct precise theological statements that reflect what the canon 

95Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 62. 

96Ibid. 

97Ibid., 63-64. 
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teaches.98 Moreover, these theological summaries are not mutually exclusive categories 

possessing no cognitive continuity because the very reason they are formulated is so the 

Bible can be understood holistically. As Grudem states, "If we have accurately 

understood the teachings of God in Scripture we should expect our conclusions to fit 

together and be mutually consistent."99 Consequently, Vanhoozer's criticisms seem to be 

out of place. Grudem is not advocating that evangelicals must start from scratch every 

time a new issue arises within contemporary culture nor is he ignoring the cultural-

linguistic nature of doctrinal language. His point is that theology is a discipline that seeks 

to understand all biblical texts in light of their contextual relationship to both redemptive 

history and the canon as a whole. Furthermore, it seems then that one actually must 

assume Grudem's approach in order to follow Vanhoozer's logic because one cannot 

understand the canon as a whole or the nature of God as revealed in redemptive history 

without first examining the individual texts that make up the canon. So in the end, at this 

stage of theological method, Vanhoozer's proposal perhaps is a more sophisticated 

formulation of Grudem's concerns instead of something entirely different. 100 

Another disconcerting set of criticisms against conservative evangelical 

theological method that Vanhoozer mounts relates to his thoughts regarding 

fundamentalism. Herein, Vanhoozer scolds the movement for fostering an uncritical 

hermeneutic wherein the original meaning of biblical texts is equated with how 

fundamentalist communities interpret them. lOi Fundamentalists are portrayed as 

interpreters who publicly proclaim the authority of the text but actually practice the 

98Grudem, Systematic Theology, 22. 

99Ibid., 31. 

lOGIn fairness to Vanhoozer's concern, though, it does seem that Grudem' s 
treatments of theological method tend to neglect many of the hermeneutical complexities 
involved in biblical interpretation and the dynamics of doctrinal formulation. 

IOIVanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 425. 
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authority of the reader. Additionally, Vanhoozer argues that this attitude is compounded 

even further by a simplistic picture-view of meaning which sees the meaning of a biblical 

passage as synonymous with its referent, or more specifically, with its empirical or 

historical correspondence. 102 Regardless of the validity of these accusations, the problem 

with Vanhoozer's assessments is that he fails to analyze the mediating position between 

fundamentalism and liberalism, namely evangelicalism. 103 Though he does address the 

lack of clarity regarding the evangelical understanding of propositional revelation as it 

relates to inerrancy, hermeneutics, and literary genre, Vanhoozer's particular attacks on 

the shortcomings of fundamentalism may hold weight with regards to the movement 

itself, but whether they totally dismantle the commitments to historical accuracy or 

hermeneutical certainty remains inconclusive. Evangelical scholars, especially as 

represented in the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, have offered interpretive 

models that address the complexities of epistemology, language, and hermeneutics that 

most fundamentalists ignore. Vanhoozer is aware of this but simply chooses not to 

highlight them in his repudiation of fundamentalism. So while his rejection of 

fundamentalism mayor may not be warranted, his abandonment of their approaches 

altogether is somewhat premature since evangelical scholars have offered significant and 

sophisticated defenses of certain commitments which fundamentalists would endorse. 

In conjunction with these problematic assessments of conservative approaches, 

a second major concern regarding Vanhoozer's work is his adaptation of the term 

"postconservative" to describe his theological approach. In one sense, this deduction is 

more of a cautionary observation rather than a strict criticism because his use of the term 

is confined to two specific contexts. Again in review, one reason he uses the title is to 

I02Ibid., 426. 

I03This observation has been noted by other evangelical scholars. For example, 
see Elliott E. Johnson, review of Is There a Meaning in This Text? by Kevin J. 
Vanhoozer,BibSac 156 (1999): 365. 
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distinguish his postpropositional view of Scripture from certain conservative treatments 

of propositional revelation while the other is to distinguish his overall approach from the 

school of postliberalism wherein the authority of doctrine lies in the community rather 

than the text. I04 Yet despite his clarifications, when one compares his thought with other 

postconservative thinkers who currently advocate postmodem models of evangelical 

theology, one can see that Vanhoozer's approach preserves the mainline doctrinal 

commitments that conservatives would embrace and many postconservatives would 

denounce. In fact, his methodology is not only loyal to the evangelical tradition, it is a 

highly sophisticated defense of Reformed theology. Consequently, in light of the fact that 

the growing postconservative segment of evangelicalism is proposing various theological 

as well as methodological tenants that are antithetical to traditional evangelical theology, 

one could misconstrue Vanhoozer's adoption of the term as a sign that he is joining this 

growing coalition as it is being defined by thinkers such as Roger Olson, Clark Pinnock, 

Stanley Grenz, William Abraham, and Robert Webber.105 However, one can observe in 

his work that his theological commitments diverge significantly from these thinkers and 

thereby see that Vanhoozer's use of the label is highly qualified at best or somewhat of a 

misnomer at worst. 

I04Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 76-77, 82. Herein, it is also 
unfortunate that Vanhoozer uses the term postpropositional to describe his view of 
Scripture. Granted, he is only trying to demarcate his focus on divine speech-acts from 
the traditional emphasis on indicative content. A more useful term for his approach, 
though, could be performative propositionalism as opposed to previous views of strict 
cognitive propositional ism, because his focus on both divine action and speech does not 
move in the directions that other postconservatives, including Grenz, desire to go. 

'05Fortunately, Roger Olson recognizes that Vanhoozer's adoption of the term 
is an example of the fact that one can be a post conservative and not be "left" or "right," 
but solidly evangelical. See Roger Olson, "Reforming Evangelical Theology," in 
Evangelical Futures, 201. Yet despite this praise of Vanhoozer's work, the question that 
still remains for Olson and other postmodem postconservatives to answer is how far left 
an individual can go and still be considered evangelical, postconservative or not. 
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Aside from questionable segments of Vanhoozer's treatments of other 

approaches, a third major area of concern regarding his thought pertains to a certain 

ambiguity that exists in his work on hermeneutical theory. Specifically, this has to do 

with his definition of meaning. In his work Is There a Meaning in This Text, Vanhoozer 

again uses Speech-Act theory to conceptualize his definition of meaning and argues that 

essentially it is made up of the various illocutionary actions that a given author, or 

speaker, conveys in a given speech, or text. 106 Subsequently, this allows Vanhoozer to 

substantiate his commitment to hermeneutical realism, which entails the belief that 

meaning exists within texts independently of and prior to any act of interpretation because 

it resides within the authorial speech-acts rather than the responses of a given reader. 

Though this argument is helpful in establishing an evangelical commitment to 

authorial intent in the practice of hermeneutics, the lingering question that arises in the 

development of this theory is whether meaning actually resides in a text itself, or in the 

speech-acts represented by a text. As Clarence Walhout has mentioned in response to 

Vanhoozer's work on the meaning of meaning and how it relates to his title question of 

whether there is a meaning in a text, 

One could argue that if meaning does not exist apart from illocutionary actions, then 
meaning is not lodged in the text per se but appears only in and through the actions 
of authors and readers. The text is crucial to the meaning but does not have the 
meaning "contained" with it. Thus, one could answer no to the title question and 
still retain Vanhoozer's arguments. I 07 

Walhout's point is that technically, if one were to argue that meaning exists solely within 

illocutionary acts, then one possibly could conclude that meaning does not reside in texts 

themselves, but within the illocutions embedded within texts. This would mean then that 

I06See his discussions in Vanhoozer, Is There a Aleaning, 218-29. Applying 
this idea to Scripture, Vanhoozer argues that the Bible contains the record of God's 
speech-acts or discourse with and through humanity via the covenantal structures of 
redemptive history. 

I07Clarence Walhout, review of Is There a Meaning in This Text? by Kevin J. 
Vanhoozer, CSR 29 (1999): 423. 
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one could endorse Vanhoozer's overall arguments regarding meaning, speech-acts, and 

hermeneutical realism and ironically still argue that meaning does not reside within texts. 

Instead, meaning derives from communicative acts and illocutionary forces that are later 

conveyed through texts. 

In one sense, this concern primarily is semantical in nature. Yet the possible 

implications of this dichotomy could be threatening to the traditional evangelical view of 

verbal inspiration. Does meaning somehow exist within the words of Scripture, the 

communicative acts behind the words of Scripture, or both. 108 Vanhoozer's work does 

not explicitly make this distinction, but in light of the many complexities surrounding 

contemporary discussions of meaning, further clarifications may prove to be helpful. One 

possible solution, which again is proposed by Walhout, is to distinguish two ways in 

which meaning is transmitted. "If one wants to say that there is meaning in the text and 

also that meaning is a property of a communicative action, then one is speaking on the 

one hand of meaning in an object and on the other of meaning in an action."I09 So 

V anhoozer perhaps could resolve this tension by explicating different ways in which 

meaning exists. In one context, meaning can be seen as deriving from texts while in 

another it is the direct result of communicative actions. Most likely, however, Vanhoozer 

would argue that this issue entails a both-and rather than an either-or response. 

Finally, a fourth point that complicates Vanhoozer's methodology as it relates 

to the evangelical tradition is his particular implementation of a postfoundational 

epistemology to the formulation of Christian doctrine. Vanhoozer's initial motivation for 

making this move is to avoid the methodological traps that have ensnared evangelical 

J08Vanhoozer gives some preliminary responses to this dilemma in his earlier 
developments of propositional revelation wherein he argues that the text is the 
communcative vehicle or linguistic form whereby an author communicates a given idea 
for a certain purpose. So one cannot commence with a discourse without using words, or 
texts, to do so. See Vanhoozer, "The Semantics of Biblical Literature," 90-93. 

109Walhout, review of Is There a Meaning, 423. 
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theology in the past. He believes that previous attempts to establish epistemic 

foundations for theological inquiry have surrendered ground to modem thought and, in 

tum, made theology subordinate to philosophical categories. Though this criticism is 

echoed in various forms by other postconservatives, Vanhoozer's response is unique 

because he does not believe nonfoundational theories such as coherentism or pragmatism 

are the solution. He, instead, adopts a Lacktosian form of fallibilism and a modified 

version of Planting a's reliabilism and concludes that Christianity gradually reveals its 

truthfulness as it withstands the criticisms of conflicting worldviews and ideologies. 

The difficulties, however, with this move are two-fold. First, Vanhoozer's 

criticisms against certain kinds of foundationalism are warranted, but his wholesale 

rejection of foundationalism in all its expressions is inconclusive. One need only 

examine the ongoing work of various evangelicals to see that despite the drawbacks of 

certain kinds offoundationalism, other forms still offer potential aid. llo In fact, 

Vanhoozer's espousal of epistemic fallibilism is not antithetical to more modest 

expressions of foundationalism. One evangelical thinker who exemplifies this point is 

Millard Erickson, who has argued that certain beliefs do not have to be indisputable in 

order to function as noetic foundations. I I I Foundational beliefs can be subject to 

scrutiny, susceptible to error, and potentially conflict with derived, or nonbasic beliefs. 112 

lJOFor example, recent treatments of this point can be seen in David K. Clark, 
To Know and Love God, 153-64; J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical 
Foundationsfor a Christian Worldview (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2003), 110-28. 

I I I Millard Erickson, "Foundationalism: Dead or Alive," SBJT 5 (2001): 29. 

112Erickson, "Foundationalism," 29-30. To support this point, Erickson also 
quotes Robert Audi who states that noetic foundations must be " ... epistemic unmoved 
movers, but not unmovable movers. Solid ground is enough, even if bedrock is better. 
There are also different kinds of bedrock, and not all of them have the invulnerability 
apparently belonging to beliefs ofluminously self-evident truths oflogic." See Erickson, 
"Foundationalism," 29-30; Robert Audi, The Structure of Justification (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 138. 
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Therefore, basic beliefs can be epistemically justified but still be under cognitive 

surveillance in case they prove to contradict later derived beliefs. What this case study 

shows is that Vanhoozer's criticisms of CF do not necessarily have to lead him to 

abandon foundational ism altogether in order to adopt a modified form of fallibilism. 

This leads to the second element of concern, which is Vanhoozer's corollary 

argument that doctrinal formulations are inherently "unfinalizeable" because they are 

confined to temporal and cultural constructs. 1 13 lust as noetic structures and epistemic 

beliefs must prove their truthfulness by enduring constant examinations and 

interrogations, so must subsequent linguistic constructions of those beliefs, otherwise 

known as doctrines, be in a constant state of interpretive flux. They are the flexible 

axioms that believers in different contexts produce to express the wisdom of Scripture. 

Yet because they are linguistically and epistemically pliable, they exist in an ongoing 

state of revision as believers continue to grow in their understanding of canonical 

revelation and participate in the process of doctrinal development, or what Vanhoozer 

calls the dynamics of the divine drama. 1l4 

In one sense, this point obviously is true. Intrinsic to the very nature of 

Christian doctrines is the fact that they are developed and explicated in contexts and 

formats that are distinct from the inspired texts of biblical revelation. Furthermore, to 

deny this fact is to fall prey to simplistic theories of doctrine that tend to ignore the 

multifaceted character of doctrine as a historical phenomenon. I 15 The question that 

113Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 80-81. 

1l4Ibid., 93-101. 

115 Alister McGrath, The Genesis 0/ Doctrine: A Study in the Foundation of 
Doctrinal Criticism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990; reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 
36. Other excellent works that discuss this dynamic in more detail include larislav 
Pelikan, The Development a/Christian Doctrine (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1969); Peter Toon, The Development of Doctrine in the Church (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1979); Craig Blaising, "Doctrinal Development in Orthodoxy," BibSac 145 
(1988): 133-40. 
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lingers over Vanhoozer's proposal is how doctrines can exactly gain any authority since 

they are uninspired and unchanging while Scripture itself is not. Vanhoozer attempts to 

solve this dilemma by arguing that the covenantal dialogue that occurs via the voices of 

the canon functions as the parameter-setting source for theological discourse. Appealing 

to the work of David Yeago, Vanhoozer believes that the biblical authors provide 

multiple judgments or perceptions that can be summarized or described by a variety of 

concepts and ideas. 1 16 Therefore, deeming a doctrinal construct as orthodox is 

determined by its ability to transfer the wisdom of the original judgments as revealed in 

Scripture to the contemporary scene. Nonetheless, how does one determine the fixed 

nature of these "wise judgments" without using exegetical deductions and even doctrinal 

constructs to do so. Regardless of postmodem skepticism to the contrary, Christian 

orthodoxy historically has entailed a locus of beliefs that represent an accurate expression 

of reality in general and more specifically, the historical faith of the church. ll7 Moreover, 

these beliefs are explicated by doctrinal formulations. So while one can easily sustain the 

fact that Christian doctrines do develop, Vanhoozer's approach offers an incomplete case 

because it does not delineate the exact way in which theological ideas can in some way be 

viewed as finalized not because they possess a superior authority to Scripture, but because 

they accurately and consistently reflect the ideas conveyed by Scripture. 

Notwithstanding these gaps in Vanhoozer's approach, time will tell how his 

ground-breaking work in theological method will develop further and whether his version 

of confessional postconservatism will gain more momentum than other postmodem 

versions as seen in Grenz's work. Though he shares commonality with other 

1l6See Vanhoozer, "The Voice and the Actor," 82-85; David S. Yeago, "The 
New Testament and Nicene Dogma: A Contribution to the Recovery of Theological 
Exegesis," Pro Ecclesia 3 (1994): 152-64; reprinted in Theological Interpretation of 
Scripture, ed. Stephen Fowl (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998),87-100. 

lI7See Blaising, "Doctrinal Development," 136. 
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postconservatives in criticizing conservative commitments to CF, certain forms of 

propositional revelation, and theological inquiry, his proposals will still indeed provide 

interesting settings within evangelical circles because while conservatives may be hesitant 

to adopt his alternative views of revelation, epistemology, and apologetics, they will still 

wrestle with his views since they preserve their fundamental theological beliefs. On the 

other hand, though, the majority of postconservative thinkers probably will continue to 

struggle with his project altogether. 

In summary, upon recognizing all of the various contributions as well as 

concerns that both Grenz and Vanhoozer are bringing to the forefront, their versions of 

postconservative evangelical theology continue to highlight two fundamental challenges 

pertinent to contemporary discussions of evangelical theological method. On the one 

hand, they show that the disconcerting interrogations that the postmodem setting poses 

against all the foundational elements germane to Christian theology including 

epistemology, hermeneutics, metaphysics, and doctrinal formulation cannot be ignored by 

any professing evangelical, whether in the academy or the pew. On the other hand, their 

approaches also show the seemingly irretractable divergence of responses that are 

embedded in various segments of post conservative thought. Grenz's work represents a 

particular approach that is somewhat more sympathetic to postmodemism and willing to 

revise both theological commitments as well as interpretive methodologies while 

Vanhoozer's thought typifies an attempt to preserve conservative theology through new 

postmodem-sensitive theories. Nevertheless, the insightful work that these thinkers 

continue to offer has in no way provided all the answers or solidified a consensus that an 

confessing evangelicals can endorse. Instead, their proposals illicit the need to give more 

attention to several further considerations, to which we now tum. 



CHAPTERS 

CLARIFYING POTENTIAL COMPONENTS FOR A 
HOLISTIC EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL 

METHOD AMIDST A FRAGMENTING 
EV ANGELICAL TRADITION 

In order to maintain a voice amidst the current pluralistic culture, evangelicals 

are forced to expend much of their energy engaging the task that the postmodem ethos 

disdains the most, namely, developing a specific methodology capable of delineating the 

universal nature of the Christian metanarrative. 1 Yet at the risk of sounding overly 

foreboding and possibly reflecting Grenz's charge of being gloomy and pessimistic, it 

appears that an even greater challenge is now confronting evangelicals.2 This ordeal 

entails the need to overcome the increasing lack of consensus regarding the specific 

theological and epistemic commitments that should be preserved and utilized in 

communicating the evangelical tradition to the postmodem mind. 

lReformed theologian Michael Horton highlights this dilemma when he 
observes that "there is a growing reluctance ... , to identifY a Wissenschaft to which 
Christian discourse must pay homage. The repudiation of universals for particulars and 
of the grand narrative for our communal narratives sees the specter of modem 
foundationalism in any attempt to establish such a petit-narrative on the illusory bedrock 
of methodological certitude." As a result of this growing perspective, it is believed that 
"Christian discourse, which theology at least ought to be concerned with, doesn't require 
an alien science to dictate its object, epistemological criteria, and ends, any more than its 
content." See Michael S. Horton, "Introduction," in A Corifessing Theology for 
Postmodern Times, ed. Michael S. Horton (Wheaton: Crossway, 2000),9. 

2Grenz makes this accusation against American evangelicals in Stanley Grenz, 
"Beyond Foundationalisim: Is a Nonfoundationalist Evangelical Theology PossibleT 
CSR 30 (2000): 57-58; idem, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theology in a Post­
Theological Era (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 7. 
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Presently, evangelical thinkers continue to splinter into various methodological 

camps as they struggle to come to theological grips with this challenge. In doing so, 

many conservatives still stand united in their unyielding allegiance to metaphysical 

realism, a correspondence view of truth, and a biblicized form of epistemological 

foundationalism as expressed in a commitment to inerrancy and propositional revelation. 

Yet on the other hand, the growing number of postconservative thinkers consistently 

reveal diverse perspectives concerning the validity of these convictions. While they all 

agree that twentieth-century postfundamentalist evangelicalism is in need of considerable 

revisions due to its problematic affiliations with modernity, there is ongoing debate 

regarding the potential solutions that should be applied.3 

This, again, is why a study of Grenz and Vanhoozer is so helpful. Their 

proposals regarding theological method highlight these variances. Grenz's work currently 

pioneers the segment of post conservative thought that repudiates many of the primary 

epistemic and metaphysical assumptions of conservative evangelicalism as well as certain 

doctrinal commitments intrinsic to its historic theological identity. In contrast, 

Vanhoozer's work represents a version of postconservatism that is critical of certain ideas 

adopted by conservative evangelicalism, but is still sympathetic to others. Likewise, 

Vanhoozer's thought typifies a desire among other confessional postconservative 

evangelicals to preserve doctrinal axioms that Grenz and others prone to his ideals see as 

expendable. Therefore, in observing these conflicts of interests, it appears that a potential 

3Millard Erickson points out that one reason this lack of consensus exists is 
because many postconservatives are unclear in articulating the exact nature of theological 
method. While this ambiguity is partly due to the fact that postconservatism is still 
relatively new to evangelical circles, Erickson observes that thinkers, such as Pinnock and 
Grenz, must provide further clarifications in order to substantiate their particular 
appproaches. See his specific suggestions regarding these problems in Millard 
J . Erickson, The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theology 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997),56-59. 
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impasse lies in the future not only for conservative evangelicals as they diverge from the 

growing number of postconservatives, but also between postconservatives themselves. 

As a result of this reality, it appears that Roger Olson's original distinction 

between evangelical traditionalists and reformists is blurred somewhat.4 The idea that 

conservatives value traditional interpretations and look with suspicion on any potential 

revisions while progressive postconservatives seek to foster new theological 

advancements and show a willingness to change previous doctrinal paradigms proves to 

be a reductionistic assessment because ofthe very dynamic that exists among various 

postconservative thinkers.s Some, such as Vanhoozer, are willing to re-evaluate 

theological approaches as well as doctrinal beliefs in hopes of refining and potentially 

changing previous ways of interpreting various topics. This can be seen in his 

re-examinations and subsequent reformulations of propositional revelation and 

hermeneutical theory. Yet at the same time, he consciously maintains a doctrinal fidelity 

to both the evangelical and Reformed traditions. What Vanhoozer's work shows then is 

that evangelicals can sustain a genuine commitment to uphold a particular theological 

tradition and yet still foster doctrinal development and significant revisions that are in 

continuity with that tradition's overall belief framework. Consequently, one, in fact, can 

be a traditionalist and a reformist simultaneously. 

Since this is the case, it appears that other existing factors must be at work 

which demarcate the more postmodern versions of postconservative thought. To claim as 

Olson does that contemporary thinkers in this vein merely desire to allow more light to be 

shed on evangelical theology simply will not do. Other evangelicals agree that orthodoxy 

is an entity that goes through stages of development and evolves via the church's 

4Again, see Roger E. Olson, "The Future of Evangelical Christianity," CT 42 
(February 9, 1998): 41. 

5It is also a problematic distinction because conservative evangelicals also 
recognize the realities of doctrinal development as well. 
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reflection on biblical revelation. The problem that conservatives as well as confessional 

postconservatives, such as Vanhoozer, have is not with allowing light to be shed upon 

theological understanding, but with the kind of "light" that thinkers such as Grenz, 

Pinnock, and Olson allegedly are shedding.6 So the question remains as to what drives 

this "movement?" Likewise, whatever the answer(s) may be, one also must determine the 

legitimacy of those reasons and discern the outcome that its agenda could possibly have 

on the future of evangelical theology. 

Leading a New Evangelical Movement or Altering the 
Evangelical Tradition: Clearing the Theological Fog 

Regarding Postconservative Evangelicalism 

Since its inception, postfundamentalist evangelicalism has become one of the 

most influential expressions of Protestant Christianity. Yet despite all of its success and 

progress, it also has been an entity that has struggled to maintain a unified set of doctrinal 

moorings. Again, as stated in the introductory chapter, the reason for this ongoing 

difficulty is that even though evangelicalism always has entailed certain theological 

orientations, it also has been and still is a trans-denominational entity. Moreover, the 

complexities created by such a vast amount of diversity have fostered at least two sets of 

debates regarding evangelical identity that continue even to this day. 

One concern pertains to identifying the theological forebears of evangelicalism 

as it currently exists. Because of its broad network of churches, parachurch ministries, 

and institutions, disputes exist regarding the specific doctrinal and historical factors that 

eventually led to the American evangelical phenomenon. One prominent debate that 

6This is why, for example, Erickson argues that postconservatives such as 
Grenz, Olson, and others must provide more non-subjective reasons for believing that 
Christianity is true. Erickson, The Evangelical Left, 84. Also see similar criticisms in 
Paul Kjoss Helseth, "Re-Imagining the Princeton Mind: Postconservative Evangelicalism, 
Old Princeton, and the Rise of Neo-Fundamentalism," JETS 45 (2002): 448-50; Gordon 
R. Lewis, "Is Propositional Revelation Essential to Evangelical Spiritual Formation?" 
JETS 46 (2003): 279-83. 
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Marsden and Donald Dayton. Marsden has argued that pre-war evangelicalism, as it 

emerged out of the late nineteenth century, was a coalition that reflected a merging of 
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Reformed heritages, which were outgrowths from the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

awakenings in America. 7 Only later in the mid-twentieth century after Fuller Seminary 

began to abandon its original goal of preserving the Old Princeton tradition did the 

influences of American revivalism and pentecostalism become significant factors within 

evangelicalism.8 Dayton, on the other hand, contends that as evangelicalism began to 

develop during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it entailed a gradual collection of 

reactions against Reformed orthodoxy as seen in the movement of pietism, Wesleyanism, 

the Holiness movement, and finally in the arrival ofPentecostalism.9 Regardless of the 

accuracy of either view, however, what this debate shows is that there are diverse 

assessments regarding the collage of theological traditions that actually contributed to the 

formation of postfundarnentalist evangelicalism. J 0 

7See George Marsden, "Fundamentalism and American Evangelicalism," in 
The Variety of American Evangelicalism, ed. Donald Dayton and Robert K. Johnston 
(Downers Grove: Inter Varsity, 1991), 23. 

8Ibid. 

9See Donald W. Dayton, "The Search for the Historical Evangelicalism: 
George Marsden's History of Fuller Seminary as a Case Study," CSR 23 (1993): 12-33. 

lOMichael Horton points out that the Marsden-Dayton debate is so tangled 
because evangelicalism can be assessed either as a common set of beliefs or as a network 
of churches and parachurch organizations. In the former context, evangelicalism is 
defined by its relationship to the basic tenets of the magesterial Reformation while in the 
latter, it is described in relation to its affiliation with pietism and revivalism. Therefore, 
potential tensions can rise because one can argue that pietism and revivalism were 
troublesome declensions while another can claim they were improvements. Michael S. 
Horton, "Reflection: Is Evangelicalism Reformed or Wesleyan? Reopening the Marsden­
Dayton Debate," CSR 31 (2001): 132 n. 2. Also see his interaction with Roger Olson 
regarding American evangelicalism in Roger Olson, "Response: The Reality of 
Evangelicalism: A Response to Michael S. Horton," CSR 31 (2001): 157-62; Michael S. 
Horton, "Response to Roger Olson's Reply," CSR 31 (2001): 163-68. 
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Alongside these complications regarding the historical trajectory of its past, the 

other set of concerns that has permeated twentieth-century evangelicalism include the 

attempts to clarifY the specific doctrinal constructs essential to preserving its theological 

integrity. Probably the most dominant concern that typifies this cluster of issues is 

biblical inerrancy. For the past four decades, articulating the exact way in which the 

Bible is divine revelation and therefore completely trustworthy in all its claims has been 

the primary battlefield for American evangelicals. Beginning with Fuller Theological 

Seminary's departure from the position of inerrancy in the early sixties, this issue began 

to motivate evangelicals to provide numerous defenses of the full veracity of Scripture. 1 I 

In tum, this wave of emphasis also sparked responses to the contrary as seen in the later 

influential thesis of Jack Rogers and Donald McKim. 12 Eventually, the growing concern 

instilled by this issue led approximately three hundred evangelical scholars to meet in 

Chicago in 1978 to form the coalition known as the International Council on Biblical 

Inerrancy (ICBI) in order to establish a unified voice within evangelical ranks.13 Despite 

this endeavor, however, as evangelicalism entered the last two decades ofthe twentieth 

century, disagreements regarding inerrancy still remained and were joined by further 

IITwo of the most influential works at that time were John Warwick 
Montgomery, ed., God's Inerrant Word: An International Symposium on the 
Trustworthiness o/Scripture (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1973); Harold Lindsell, 
Battlefor the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976). 

12The Rogers-McKim argument against inerrancy can be seen in Jack Rogers 
and Donald McKim, The Authority and Interpretation o/the Bible: An Historical 
Approach (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1979). Among the many responses that were 
given to their proposal, the most judicious and concise one was offered by John D. 
Woodbridge, Biblical Authority: A Critique o/the Rogers/McKim Proposal (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1982). 

13Helpful anthologies that survey the early work of the ICBI include Norman 
Geisler, ed., Inerrancy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1980); Earl D. Radmacher and Robert 
D. Preus, eds., Hermeneutics, Inerrancy, and the Bible: Papers/rom ICBI Summit II 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984). 
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divergences on other issues such as classical theism, the exclusivity of the gospel, and the 

doctrine of the atonement. 14 

In time, the ferment created by these multiple attempts to clarifY 

evangelicalism's historical heritage and delineate its core theological commitments 

reached an even higher level of intensity with the budding of the postmodern setting, 

thereby setting the ideal stage for the new postconservative shift. IS The lack of 

conformity in defining evangelicalism's theological identity finally found the perfect 

bedfellow in postmodern philosophy with its emphases on pluralism and the social nature 

of knowledge. Thinkers who desired to move beyond standard conservative 

commitments to biblical inen"ancy and Augustinian-Reformed views of sovereignty and 

providence began to see elements of postmodern thought as the key to doing so and 

thereby decided to " ... no longer make their chief role that of defending historic 

orthodoxy, especially Reformed scholasticism, against the acids ofmodemity."16 Instead, 

postconservatives have chosen to embrace strong perspectival views of knowledge as 

well as the postmodern skepticism towards epistemic certainty and therefore desire for 

the theological non-negotiables of the evangelical tradition to be as generic as possible so 

that potential advancements and changes to various doctrinal issues can still qualifY to 

dwell under the grand tent of the evangelical tradition. 17 The overriding concern, though, 

14The initial heralding of these growing differences can be seen in an article by 
Robert Brow, "Evangelical Megashift," CT (February 19, 1990): 12-14. 

15 At this juncture, the discussion of postconservatism relates to its more radical 
postmodem versions as represented by Grenz, Pinnock, Olson, Abraham, Webber, and 
others. Vanhoozer's rendition of a confessional postconservatism is to be excluded. 

16Roger E. Olson, "Postconservative Evangelicals Greet the Postmodem Age," 
Christian Century 112 (1995): 480. 

17This idea of viewing evangelicalism as a overarching tent that can 
emcompass the various persuasions of postconservatives is used by Olson. See Olson, 
"Response: The Reality of Evangelicalism," 160-61. 
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is whether postmodern postconservatives must advocate an overall revolution in the 

evangelical tradition, or remake the tent, in order to accomplish this goal. 

Because of the imperative nature of this concern, at this juncture a helpful 

distinction between a tradition and a movement should be highlighted. In a contemporary 

addendum to the works that Richard Quebedeaux and James Davison Hunter provided 

regarding the beliefs of evangelical college and university students during the seventies 

and eighties, two professors from Calvin College, James M. Penning and Corwin E. 

Smidt, recently have offered an updated assessment of the changes that have occurred as 

students have entered the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. IS Before 

furnishing the results of their research, Penning and Smidt offer a preliminary summary 

of American postwar evangelicalism and in doing so, make a crucial distinction between 

a tradition and a movement. 19 A tradition is defined as a given standard or characteristic 

way of interpreting and responding to the world, which can change rather slowly, only if 

the beliefs that make up a given tradition prove to require revisions in light of different 

cultural factors. 2o A movement, on the other hand, is described as a social phenomenon 

wherein a particular group within a given tradition intentionally seeks ongoing change 

whether it be to recapture the past or to transfonn the future. 21 Therefore, 

In short, a religious movement is only a segment of the tradition. An evangelical 
movement does not (nor can it) encapsulate the evangelical tradition, but it can seek 
to steer the tradition in a particular direction. The evangelical tradition is generally 
much more diverse and less cohesive than the particular evangelical movements that 
seek to guide and change it. 22 

18James M. Penning and Corwin E. Smidt, Evangelicalism: The Next 
Generation: Does Conservative Protestantism Have a Future? (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2002). 

19Ibid., 13-14. 

2°Ibid. 

2IIbid., 14. 

22Ibid. 
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The reason this distinction is so helpful is because it aids in clarifying the true 

objective that postmodem postconservatives must fulfill in order to be successful. 

Because postconservatives desire to have such a large amount of methodological 

breathing room in which to work, they are forced to reduce the essentials of evangelical 

identity to a minimal level. Again, Olson attempts to do this by limiting the doctrinal 

essentials of evangelicalism to the trustworthiness of Scripture, the deity of Christ, and 

the necessity of grace in salvation.23 Yet as R. Albert Mohler, Jr. has observed, these 

axioms are so reductionistic that "Most mainline liberals would affirm these three points, 

at least in some nuanced form," and therefore evangelicalism could potentially" ... 

encompass most sectors of Protestant liberalism.,,24 So returning to Penning and Smidt's 

taxonomy, it does not seem that the more radical postconservative thinkers can simply 

attempt to formulate new directions or a movement for the evangelical tradition to 

explore without also bringing about serious modifications to the tradition itself. 

This reality can be seen in the fact that if postconservative thought in its more 

postmodem extremes continues to gain momentum, conservative evangelicalism may 

become a twenty-first century version of fundamentalism. Herein, it is ironic to note the 

similarities that exist between evangelicalism's initial struggles with fundamentalism and 

postconservatism's accusations against conservative evangelicalism. On the one hand, 

the new evangelicals of the early twentieth-century chose to distinguish themselves from 

the overall movement of fundamentalism for several reasons.25 One was the general 

2301son, "The Future of Evangelical Theology," 47. 

24R. Albert Mohler, Jr., "Reformist Evangelicalism: A Center without a 
Circumference," inA Confessing Theologyfor Postmodern Times, 142-43. 

25These reasons come from a combination of treatments as seen in Mohler, 
"Reformist Evangelicalism," 132-33; Robert E. Webber, The Younger Evangelicals: 
Facing the Challenges of the New World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 26-32; George 
Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth-Century 
Evangelicalism: 1870-1925 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980). 
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mentality of rigid antiecumenism as revealed in an over-zealous focus on separatism. 

Another was an unhealthy distraction with secondary issues at the expense of ignoring 

more weightier theological topics. Finally, there was an unfortunate loss of interest 

among many fundamentalists regarding various social issues due to the fact that 

Protestant liberalism had begun to place such a high regard on humanitarian endeavors. 

Upon recognizing these factors, it appears that history may repeat itself 

somewhat through the growing wedge between conservative evangelicals and 

postconservative thinkers. Many postconservatives who continue to implement 

postmodern ideals into their theology see conservatives as thinkers who foster an 

unhealthy skepticism (or separatism) toward nonevangelical theologies and belief systems 

by viewing them as mere objects of critical examination. Likewise, it has been charged 

that conservatives are distracted by undue debates that do not really call into question the 

core commitments of the evangelical tradition even though they often give the impression 

that they do.26 It seems then that conservative evangelicals are now the recipients of 

similar criticisms that their predecessors once made against fundamentalists. 

Furthermore, it is possible that as certain postconservatives continue to stretch the bounds 

of evangelicalism, conservative evangelicals eventually could become viewed as a new 

segment ofneo-fundamentalists. Yet despite this possibility, the more pressing concerns 

that require attention are whether postconservative tendencies in their more radical forms 

are capable of retaining any theological continuity with the essence of evangelical 

Christianity and if so, how. 

Aside from the more confessional approaches to postconservative thought as 

seen in Vanhoozer, the persistent themes that permeate the Grenzian or Olsian veins of 

postconservatism are a dismissal of conservative theology due to its alleged outdated 

26See Olson, "The Future of Evangelical Theology," 40, 47. 
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focus on the passing epistemic enemies of modernity and a sympathetic but critical 

implementation of postmodern thought to theological formulation. The key point, 

however, that overshadows both of these deductions is a failure to acknowledge the 

philosophical continuity between modernism and postmodernism. Postconservatives are 

efficient in emphasizing the discontinuities that exist such as the postmodernism's 

rejection of CF and the notion that the world, or reality in general, is objectively 

discovered. Yet they either consciously evade or unintentionally miss the fact that 

postmodernism is actually the natural outcome of the modernistic worldview. 

One particular thinker who has provided a considerable argument supporting 

this point by highlighting the connections between modernism and postmodernism is 

Brian Ingraffia.27 Ingraffia argues that during the modem era, thinkers such as Descartes 

chose to develop their explications of God on the basis of human reflection, reason, and 

metaphysics. In doing so, formulations of God became the results of humanity's attempts 

to gain an understanding of God independently of divine revelation, thus creating a new 

concept that Ingraffia labels as ontotheology.28 Ingraffia then argues that subsequent 

thinkers, such as F euerbach, mounted their assaults against theism and the Christian 

worldview by attacking the inconsistencies of ontotheological perspectives as opposed to 

the God portrayed in the Bible. Subsequently, Nietzsche pioneered further attacks on 

onto theology as wen as the rationality that created it and thus set the groundwork for 

27See Brian Ingraffia, Postmodern Theory and Biblical Theology: Vanquishing 
God's Shadow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); idem, "Deconstructing 
the Tower of Babel: Ontotheology and the Postmodern Bible," in Renewing Biblical 
Interpretation, ed. Craig Bartholomew, Colin Greene, and Karl Moller, The Scripture and 
Hermeneutics Series (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000),284-306. 

28Ingraffia, Postmodern Theory, 4. Note, however, that the term ontotheology 
is not original with Ingraffia. Instead, it derives from the earlier work of Martin 
Heidegger. Yet in explicating this idea, Ingraffia observes that "'the God of the Bible may 
have been confused or even falsely equated with the God of Greek philosophy by many of 
the Church Fathers and medieval theologians, but only after the advent of modern 
philosophy does the god of ontotheology replace the God of the Bible." Ibid., 5. 



242 

future thinkers such as Heidegger and ultimately Derrida.29 In establishing this trail, 

Ingraffia effectively argues that postmodern thought continues the agenda of modernism 

because it rejects the idea of the Christian God, but does so by rejecting the 

onto theological tradition previously established within the modern era. In his own words, 

Postmodern theory not only continues the modern opposition to Christian theology, 
but also goes on to criticize the secularization of Christian theology in modem 
ontotheology. However, postmodern theory relies on the ontotheology it 
deconstructs for its rejection of biblical Christianity. The rejection of Christianity in 
both modernism and postmodernism has been for the most part based upon a 
profound misunderstanding of biblical revelation. Christian faith has all too easily 
been conflated with ontotheology in modernism and then criticized for being 
ontotheology in postmodernism.-'o 

The point to observe then is that the current postmodern hostility toward Christianity 

directly derives from previous misconceptions of God that originated within modernity. 

This being the case, postconservatives appear to be on the horns of a serious 

dilemma. Many of the postmodern ideals that they are willing to adopt such as epistemic 

coherentism, metaphysical nonrealism, and non-correspondence theories of truth are 

supported by anti-Christian underpinningsY This does not mean that some of these 

topics are not useful at all or cannot be modified to fit particular theological nitches. 

Vanhoozer's thought shows that this is possible. Nevertheless, several influential 

29Ibid, 4, 8-9. In contrast to Ingraffia's work, though, there are more 
sympathetic treatments of postmodern thinkers who have attacked the concept of 
ontotheology. For example, see Merold Westphal, "Overcoming Onto-Theology," in 
God, the Gift. and Postmodernism, ed. J. D. Caputo and M. J. Scanlon (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1999), 146-69; idem, Overcoming Onto-Theology: Toward a 
Postmodern Christian Faith (New York: Fordham University Press, 2001). Also see 
Ingraffia's comments regarding Westphal in Ingraffia, "Deconstructing the Tower of 
Babel," 286. 

30Ingraffia, Postmodern Theory, 6. 

31This is why postconservatives, such as Grenz, are criticized because their 
revisions in epistemology and ontology mitigate against their subsequent attempts to 
make any substantial theological claims. As Gordon Lewis observes, "If Grenz is 
asserting metaphysical propositions, he is inconsistent with his anti-metaphysical stance 
and his stance against any objective use of language for the reality of God," See Lewis, 
"Is Propositional Revelation Essential," 280-81. 
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postconservatives tend to see many postmodern ideals as epistemic saviors for 

evangelical theology when, in fact, they are outgrowths of views antithetical to 

Christianity in general. This is why it seems highly unlikely that aggressive adaptations 

of postmodern thought can sustain a theological methodology which can maintain any 

significant continuity with the evangelical tradition. Only if the face of evangelical 

theology dramatically changes to suit postconservative ends can this possibly occur. 

In light of this, evangelicals cannot simply ignore the challenges that 

contemporary culture poses for the Christian faith nor can they expect the postmodern 

tendencies in postconservatism to dissipate for the sake of orthodoxy. Instead, 

conservatives as well as confessional postconservatives must continue to formulate 

models that provide alternative solutions to these challenges. Yet in doing so, they also 

must strive to articulate the fundamental unifying presuppositions that should exist within 

any given theological framework that bears the title of evangelical. Establishing these 

convictions will not guarantee interpretive agreement on every single theological issue 

that arises, but they can act as mutual points of reference for keeping theological 

perspectives accountable to the Christian gospel. To accomplish these tasks, though, at 

least three subjects require further attention; those being more precise treatments of a 

Christian view of revelation and knowledge as well as viable explications of the 

development of orthodoxy that give careful attention to the confessional nature of 

Christian theology. Moreover, in light of how Grenz, Vanhoozer, and other evangelical 

thinkers are attempting to engage these challenges, the next section will attempt to 

highlight certain commitments essential to the first two issues while the final section will 

then offer several proposals regarding the third. 

Validating Certain Epistemic Categories 
in Light of Biblical Revelation 

Vanhoozer is right in contending that the initial points of reference for 

evangelical theology begin with particular commitments concerning Scripture, God, and 
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henneneutics as a collective unit rather than consecutive categories.32 Richard Lints also 

echoes this sentiment in summarizing the approach of the Refonned scholastics by 

claiming that "methodological considerations are nonnally postdogmatic rather than 

predogmatic. It is more often the case that one first establishes the substance of a 

theological framework and only afterward reflects on the methods used to substantiate 

that vision. ,,33 The overall point being emphasized here, which actually should be 

appreciated by postmodern intellectuals, is that predispositions regarding a certain subject 

dictate the manner in which that subject will be examined. This holds true for all 

interpreters, whether they be Protestant liberals, postliberals, conservative evangelicals, or 

postconservatives. It also is true that theological commitments concerning what is known 

entail coinciding assumptions regarding the way knowledge actually operates.34 

Applying this dynamic to evangelical theology then, it must be conceded that perceptions 

regarding the nature of noetic structures as well as truth in general inevitably develop in 

conjunction with preconceived theological persuasions.35 

32Kevin J. Vanhoozer, "First Theology: Meditations in a Postmodern 
Toolshed," in First Theology: God, Scripture, and Hermeneutics, by Kevin Vanhoozer 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2002), 38. 

33Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prologomenon to Evangelical 
Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993),279. 

34Roderick Chisholm highlights this point by claiming that assertions about the 
world entail views about what is known as well as how something is known. See 
Roderick Chisholm, The Problem o/Criteria (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 
1974),48; and Lints' discussion of this point in Lints, Fabric of Theology, 280. 

35 Again as Chisholm argues, this means that all types of knowledge reason 
from belief to reasons for believing rather than vice versa. In other words, beliefs 
nonnaUy are accepted first and only then do investigations commence to detennine the 
validity of those beliefs. See Chisholm, The Problem o/Criteria, 48. Lints then takes 
this point to the biblical-doctrinal level and argues that "as one looks at the biblical text 
as a whole, it ought to be apparent that certain beliefs ... inevitably fonn. On the basis of 
those beliefs, the belief-formation process itself becomes susceptible to critical scrutiny. 
Only after the process has worked is one able to develop some methodological insights 
into how the process ought to work." Lints, The Fabric of Theology, 280-81. 
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Recognizing this delicate interaction between theology and rationality, it is 

incumbent upon evangelicals not only to formulate theological methodologies that can 

preserve Christian orthodoxy, but also to articulate and utilize specific epistemic values 

that can support those approaches.36 To fulfill these objectives, at least two issues must 

be addressed. First, the task must commence with an initial examination ofthe source 

that is the primary subject of theological reflection and potential cognitive apprehension, 

namely divine revelation. This discussion must include responses to both modem and 

postmodem objections to the idea as well as provide models that improve upon the 

shortcomings of previous evangelical expressions. Second, whatever dynamics are 

emphasized regarding the nature of biblical communication, it likewise must be 

remembered that they dictate the ways in which related epistemic and ontological 

categories are to be understood as well. These points being the case then, what must first 

be emphasized regarding the doctrine of Scripture. 

To begin, accepting the concept of divine revelation implies a belief not only in 

God, but in a God who has the capacity to disclose Himself. In one sense, of course, this 

is seen in the supreme revelation of the Triune God through Jesus Christ for it is in Him 

that we observe the disclosure of God the Son in human form. Nevertheless, as Christ 

Himself and the subsequent Christian church have noted, it is through the means of the 

prophetic and apostolic witnesses of the biblical canon that we receive the proper 

frameworks for understanding who Christ is, who we are, and how we can come to know 

36This one reason why evangelicals are investing so much time in discussing 
the nature of truth and how it can be communicated to the postmodem generation. For 
example, see D. A. Carson, ed., Telling the Truth: Evangelizing Postmoderns (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2000); Millard Erickson, Truth or Consequences: The Promise and 
Perils o/Postmodernism (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001); Peter Hicks, Evangelical 
Truth: A Creative Proposal/or a Postmodern Age (Leicester, England: Apollo, 1998); 
David K. Clark, To Know and Love God: Method/or Theology, The Foundations of 
Evangelical Theology Series (Wheaton: Crossway, 2003), 353-83. Also see the 
discussion of the general postmodern attitude toward tmth at the popular level in Paul 
Copan, True for You but not/or Me (Minneapolis: Bethany, 1998). 
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God in an intimate way. Therefore, biblical revelation stands as the initial point of 

reference that must be acknowledged in order for theology to proceed. 

This commitment faces immediate challenges, however, because it entails 

several underlying assumptions which are deemed problematic by postmodern thought. 

For one, it reveals a predisposition to accept the idea that a transcendent subject has the 

capacity to convey information as well as personal identity through the immanent means 

of human language. It also implies some form of the complicated idea of metaphysical 

realism because the messages distributed by means of biblical language possess an 

inherent authority for all peoples and communities, thus promoting an authoritative 

metanarrative. This, in turn, finally leads to the postmodern maze of epistemological 

complexities that exist regarding the capacity to ascertain the meaning of a given 

metanarrative. So upon recognizing these formidable criticisms, it appears that 

evangelicals must provide a tenable way of describing the capacity for divine speech, then 

move to a coherent explanation of biblical authority, and finally wrestle with the 

intricacies ofnonrealism and the nature of truth-claims. 

With regard to the issue of divine speech, both the modern and postmodern 

minds oppose the idea of divine action or causality. This negative appraisal toward 

supernatural intervention, whether in speaking or in acting, developed serious momentum 

in the modem era via the progressive advancements in science, the subsequent emphasis 

placed upon human agency, and especially the troubling shadow oftheodicy.37 As a 

result, divine action became an empirically ludicrous notion. Then as modernity gave 

way to the postmodern era, the rejection of divine action shifted. Instead of viewing it as 

a fallible notion because it was scientifically and rationally outrageous, it became 

categorized as a mere construction of a given religious tradition. So for modernists as 

well as postmodernists, any real form of divine intervention is necessarily incoherent. 

37Michael S. Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002),50. 



The question then is if there is a valid response that can be formulated to these 

challenges. Here, two points are helpful in clarifying the possibility of divine speech. 

The first idea has been emphasized in a recent work by James K. A. Smith 

entitled Speech and Theology.38 Herein, Smith attempts to provide a response to the 
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deconstructionist argument, as represented Derrida, which characterizes all theological 

language as inadequate attempts to solidify finite paradigms of transcendent entities. 

Terming this strategy as negative theology, Derrida argues that theologians of this 

persuasion are '" ... faced with the challenge of how to speak of a God who exceeds all 

categories and transcends aU conceptual determinations."39 The objective is to discover a 

way in which one can speak of God without reducing all of God to that which is spoken. 

This is a crucial perplexity in its own right. However, the key point to highlight in the 

present discussion of the possibility for divine speech is in Smith's recognition that this 

skepticism toward theological language applies to biblical language as well. He writes, 

"This same incommensurability attends not only to our 'talk of God' but also the very 

possibility of God's self-revelation, insofar as any revelation must occur in terms which 

must attend to the finitude of the receivers of such a revelation.,,4o Smith's claim is that 

to deny the possibility of theology'S capacity to refer to God, in some limited sense, 

necessarily entails God's inability to communicate with humanity because in both 

instances, infinity must be described with finite means. 

Upon establishing this correlation, Smith then contends that the mystery ofthe 

incarnation functions as the paradigm for solving the overall dilemma of negative 

38See James K. A. Smith, Speech and Theology: Language and the Logic of 
Incarnation (New York: Routledge, 2002). 

39Ibid.,4. Also, see Jacques Derrida, "How to Avoid Speaking: Attestations," 
in Derrida and Negative Theology, ed. Harold Coward and Toby Foshay, trans. Ken 
Krieden (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992),73-142. 

4°Smith, Speech and Theology, 153. 
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theology. At the first advent, Christ took on humanity and thereby showed God's ability 

to provide an account wherein he could maintain his transcendence and yet reveal an 

immanent appearance without reducing one dynamic to the other.4
! Furthermore, Smith 

concludes that this incamational form of divine speech demands human theological 

speech as a response. Just as we affirm that we love him because he loved us, we also 

should affirm that we speak, because he has spoken first.42 This means that doctrinal 

discourse, or human summations of Scriptural claims, is not only possible, but 

mandatory. Moreover, the primary factor in Smith's overall argument that helps establish 

a defense of divine speech is the incarnation itself. The divine choice to speak the divine 

logos in the limited finiteness of humanity proves that transcendence and immanence can 

co-exist. Yet in pressing this argument further, one must not only provide an explanation 

of how divine action can be mediatea through human form, but how it also can utilize 

human speech in particular. 

It is at this juncture that Smith's contributions are supplemented by a second 

major work by Michael Horton entitled Covenant and Eschatology.43 Horton follows the 

current trend to apply Speech-Act theory to the concept of biblical revelation and argues 

that the capacity to speak necessarily entails the ability to commit certain acts, whether it 

be promising, warning, or encouraging. With regards to biblical revelation, however, 

Horton contends that to say that God speaks is not true in a univocal sense because God 

as Spirit does not possess the necessary tools for speech as we conceive of them in literal 

terms. Rather, it is true in an analogical sense because speech is really a corollary action 

of communication in general, which can occur in many other ways than just physically 

41Ibid., 154. 

42Ibid., 155. 

43Especially see chapter 5 in Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 121-46. 



249 

uttering words or sentences.44 People can effectively convey messages (or speak) with 

hand signals, bodily gestures, codes, and other devices. So in actuality, the real challenge 

is not necessarily in substantiating God's capacity to speak, but in defining the criteria 

that qualifies something to be an act of communication. From here, Horton contends that 

the means whereby divine speech occurs is through divinely-deputized speakers who 

speak within the context of the covenants that God established with humanity throughout 

redemptive history.45 In his own words, "X (the utterances of a prophet or an apostle) 

counts as Y (the utterances of God) in context C (the biblical covenant/canon).,,46 

Whether it be a narrator describing the history of one of the patriarchs, a worshiper 

sharing an emotive response to Yahweh in worship, a prophet delivering a message to a 

nation, or an apostle recording a letter for a church, each act of human speech represents a 

divinely inspired act of communication that has a particular function within the canon.47 

44Ibid., 128. Here, Horton is emphasizing the analogical nature of biblical 
language in order to distinguish his approach from certain views of propositional 
revelation as seen in such thinkers as Carl Henry. Horton argues that Henry inadvertantly 
merges the idea of the literal, or normal, meaning of a biblical text with a sense of 
reference that is univocal in nature. Yet the problem Horton has with this correlation is 
that it fails to distinguish between descriptions of God and the transcendent essence of 
God apart from those descriptions. See Carl F. H. Henry, God, Revelation and Authority, 
6 vols. (Waco: Word, 1976; reprint, Wheaton: Crossway, 1999), 1:232-38,3:455-81; 
Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 75-76, 189-90, 292 n. 1. 

45This idea of divine-deputization reflects the views of Nicholas Wolterstorff. 
Horton is cautious, though, not to use it in the exact same sense because for Wolterstorff, 
divinely deputized speech potentially can convey portions of noematic content that are, in 
fact, untrue or mistaken. Horton's response to this idea is that the only reliable route to 
ascertaining knowledge about God is through the trustworthy accounts of divine 
discourse. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Divine Discourse: Philosophical Reflections on the 
Claim that God Speaks (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 202-22; and 
Horton's clarifications in Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 156-65. 

46Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 129. 

47Horton also notes that not all Scripture has to be appropriated as divine 
address in order to be a part of divine discourse. Such examples of this dynamic would 
include the erroneous criticisms of Job's friends. Ibid., 159. 
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Putting Smith's and Horton's thoughts together then, it appears that one can 

surmise a conceivable case for the possibility of divine speech. On the one hand, it is 

possible for God to disclose himself through the limitations of human language without 

compromising his transcendence because the divine logos was able to be revealed 

through the finite medium of human existence. On the other, the particular way in which 

God uses human speech is by commissioning speakers to convey his messages in the 

context of the covenants that he has authorized. Scripture is then comprised of a diverse 

mosaic of divine communicative acts that are given by the Spirit through the words of the 

biblical writers for the purpose of providing an accurate, though not exhaustive, portrait 

of who God is, what he has done, and what he is going to do in the future.48 

This stance, in turn, opens the door for the traditional evangelical stance 

regarding biblical authority. In fact, the belief in divine speech implies an authority for 

Scripture in at two least two contexts, which David K. Clark highlights in his recent work 

on theological method.49 One is an obvious focus on moral authority, or a sense of 

obligation to concede to a superior power. Because the Bible entails divine speech, it 

thereby possesses divine authority over its hearers because of whose speech it entails. 

The other fundamental element entails what Bernard Ramm once called veracious 

authority. 50 Herein, the argument is that one is epistemically justified to accept a given 

account because of the reliability of the witness, which in the context of divine speech 

would be GodY Notwithstanding these correlations and as seen in the work of Grenz 

48Horton comments that the canon essentially contains two types of divine 
discourse, or distinct illocutionary forces, namely commanding and promising. Ibid., 
136. This idea also aligns well with Vanhoozer's hermeneutical approach. 

49Clark, To Know and Love God, 60-62. 

50Bernard Ramm, The Pattern of ReligiOUS Authority, 5th ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1968), 21. This point also is highlighted by Clark, To Know and Love God, 
61. 

5lClark, To Know and Love God, 61. 
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and Vanhoozer, usually when these claims to authority are made, the natural accusation 

that arises is that they simply are lapses back into modernistic thinking and outdated 

versions of foundationalism. 52 Therefore, in order to respond to these contemporary 

criticisms, one must recognize that in order to advocate a commitment to Scripture, one 

must simultaneously treat the issues of epistemology and ontology and it is here where 

many discussions regarding biblical authority normally go awry. 

Virtually all contemporary discussions regarding the nature of knowledge at 

one point or another wrestle with the issue of noetic certainty, or more specifically, 

epistemological foundationalism. After the majority ofthese discussions have ended, 

normally it is then concluded that foundationalism is a theoretical dinosaur that has now 

died and become an extinct species due to the fact that it cannot survive in the 

environment of postmodern thought. 53 The notion that human reason can ascertain ideas 

and beliefs with absolute certainty by first basing them on a solidified set of self-evident, 

indubitable, universally-acceptable "facts" has been unmasked to be either a naive 

pretense or more commonly as an intentional attempt to monopolize the market of ideas. 

As a result, many thinkers now diverge into new territories and probe alternative 

52It is even argued by many that this approach reflects the epistemic 
commitments of classical liberalism. The only difference is that the basis for certainty is 
Scripture itselfrather than religious experience. For an treatment of this accusation, see 
Rodney Clapp, "How Firm a Foundation: Can Evangelicals be NonfoundationalistsT' in 
The Nature of Confession: Evangelicals and Postliberals in Dialogue, ed. Timothy R. 
Phillips and Dennis L. Okholm (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996),90-92; Nancey 
Murphy, "Philosophical Resources for Postmodern Evangelical Theology," CSR 26 
(1996): 184-89; Roger Olson, "Whales and Elephants: Both God's Creatures But Can 
They Meet?" Pro Ecclesia 4 (1995): 165-89. 

53 At this time, virtually all evangelicals are aware of Wolterstorff s classic 
disavowal of CF wherein he concludes that "on all fronts foundationalism is in bad shape. 
It seems to me that there is nothing to do but give it up for mortally ill and learn to live in 
its absence. Theorizing is without a foundation of in dub it abIes." Nicholas Wolterstorff, 
Reason within the Bounds of Religion, 2nd. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984; reprint, 
1999),56. 
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epistemic approaches such as reliabilism, coherentism, and pragmatism and in one sense, 

this shift away from CF is positive because it highlights the fact that an knowledge is 

affected by cultural as well as temporal limitations. 

Yet the problem that often arises within evangelical circles regarding this move 

is that many conclude that because CF is self-refuting, all other forms should be 

jettisoned as well. At this juncture, discussions of foundationalism often become bogged 

down in reductionistic rhetoric that fails to clarify the subtle differences between various 

foundationalistic models. 54 Inevitably, this tendency then leads to discussions of the 

nature of Scripture and the value that ideas such as biblical inerrancy and propositional 

revelation can have in nonfoundational approaches to theology. 55 In turn, it is then 

argued that these ideas once were effective in responding to modernistic attacks on 

Christianity, but are now outdated and in need of revisions in order to respond to new 

postmodem challenges. 56 Consequently, foundationalism is deemed unsalvageable even 

in any kind of modified formats. 

54The truth is that foundationalism is a complex model of epistemology. For 
excellent discussions of its diversity, see William Alston, "Two Types of 
Foundationalism," Journal 0.[ Philosophy 73 (1976): 165-85; Timm Triplett, "Recent 
Work on Foundationalism," American Philosophical Quarterly 27 (1990): 93-116; 
Douglas Ottati, "Between Foundationalism and Nonfoundationalism," Affirmation 4 
(1991): 27-47; W. Jay Wood, Epistemology: Becoming Intellectually Virtuous (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 1998),98-104; J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, 
Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Downers Grove: InterV arsity, 
2003), 112-21. 

55For example, see Jonathan R. Wilson, "Toward a New Evangelical Paradigm 
of Biblical Authority," in The Nature of Confession, 151-61; Henry H. Knight, III, A 
Future for Truth: Evangelical Theology in a Postmodern World (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1997), 53-56, 90-97. 

56See Wilson, "Toward a New Evangelical Paradigm," 155; and the essays in 
Stanley Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy, and Mark Nation, eds., Theology without 
Foundations: Religious Practice and the Future afTheological Truth (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1994). 
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Despite this trend, repudiations of soft versions of biblicized foundationalism 

are inconclusive because they typically are based on arguments against CF only. As 

Jonathan Wilson has stated in a discussion regarding the relationship between inerrancy 

and foundationalism, '"Foundationalism looks for a foundation separate from any 

particular convictions that a Christian may have. In other words, a foundationalist 

epistemology seeks to ground knowledge in truths that anyone can accept."S7 This 

assessment is true with regards to CF and is even a fair criticism toward certain forms of 

evangelical apologetics. However, it does not provide sufficient warrant for rejecting any 

link whatsoever between foundationalism and the Bible.58 To argue that Scripture can in 

no way function as an noetic foundation for theological inquiries falls into the previously 

discussed problem of ontotheology because it falsely equates modernistic definitions of 

knowledge and metaphysics with the divine nature of revelation. The truthfulness of 

Scripture is not based upon its ability to coincide with an objective rationality possessed 

by all autonomous thinkers, but because it derives from the mind of an omniscient, all­

powerful, transcendent God who has provided a God's-eye summary of the world.59 

Revelation thereby entails divine speech through the intrasystemic structures of the canon 

in order to convey extratextual depictions of ontological realities. It is in this light then 

that the use of concepts such as inerrancy or infallibility are crucial in formulating this 

57Ibid., 157. 

58Note that Wolterstorffhas highlighted several difficulties one faces in trying 
to use the Bible as an epistemic foundation in the classical Cartesian sense. See 
W olterstorff, Reason within the Bounds of Religion, 58-62. Yet his criticisms do not 
seem to apply to softer forms of foundationalism. 

59Nancey Murphy notes, however, that not all of those who can be labeled as 
Scriptural foundationalists are necessarily inerrantists or infallibilists. See Nancey 
Murphy, Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern 
Philosophy Set the Theological Agenda (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 
1996), 16-19. This is why it is so important not to divorce the Spirit's speaking through 
biblical texts from the Spirit's original inspiration of those texts. 
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softer form of foundationalism because they undergird the belief that divine 

interpretations of the world can be trusted. Likewise, the idea of propositionalism is still 

a valuable concept not because it characterizes the Bible as a spiritual textbook, but 

because it highlights the fact that the revelatory nature of Scripture cannot be separated 

from the '."lords and literary formats that are used within Scripture.6o 

In light of this renewed paradigm of biblical authority, which preserves a 

certain commitment to a soft foundationalist epistemology, certain perceptions regarding 

the nature of reality and truth also are geared in certain directions. Specifically, a pledge 

to biblicized foundationalism appears to point towards a critical realist position regarding 

metaphysics and a modified view ofthe correspondence theory oftruth.61 With regard to 

the former, to endorse the actuality of divine speech, as previously defined, implies the 

belief that there are things that are true regardless of how human or social constructions 

may perceive those truths. Yet second of all, because of the authority of divine speech, it 

also must be conceded that truths that exist can be described accurately, though not 

60 Also, in response to the surging criticism that undue focuses on 
propositional ism tend to neglect the importance of spiritual devotion in theological 
inquiry, Gordon Lewis argues that a belief in inspired statements of revelationary content 
is what undergirds the very possibility of a Christian spirituality. See Lewis, "Is 
Propositional Revelation Essential," 269-98~ idem, "An Integrative Method of JustifYing 
Religious Assertions," in Evangelical Apologetics, ed. M. Bauman, B. Hall, and R. 
Newman (Camp Hill, P A: Christian Publications, 1996), 69-88. 

6lThis link between soft foundationalism, critical realism, and correspondence 
theory should not be interpreted, however, to mean that one must endorse a biblicized 
expression of foundationalism in order to sustain the latter two ideas. Vanhoozer's 
project shows that this does not necessarily have to be the case. Yet even another 
example that illustrates this is the recent work of Alister McGrath. McGrath argues that 
nonfoundational forms of epistemology do not automatically have to entail the 
subsequent abandonment of realism in its more critical forms. The reason for this being 
that "correspondence with reality does not depend upon a priori beliefs, but upon a 
posteriori conclusions resulting from an empirical engagement with the real world." See 
Alister E. McGrath, Reality, vol. 2 of A Scientific Theology (Cambridge: T & T Clark, 
2002; reprint; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 38. 
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align with the idea of what William P. Alston calls "alethic realism."63 Herein, a 
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statement, proposition, or belief is true if and only if what the statement, proposition or 

belief claims to be the case actually is the case.64 This is an imperative point because it 

applies perfectly to the reliability of divine speech. Though it obviously clashes with 

versions of postmodern nonrealism, it must be argued that divine speech is not 

perspectival in the same sense of human speech because even though biblical language 

does indeed discuss subjects from particular points of view, it must be remembered that 

the divine speaker's use of language in Scripture is not limited to the prejudices of a 

given community nor hampered by the epistemic shortcomings of depraved humanity.65 

God is capable of condescending to self-disclosure and successfully communicating 

through the means of cognitive schemes, such as language, even though the very ideas 

being conveyed exist independently of the means being used to describe them. 

62Clark adds a helpful insight regarding this point with regards to the 
postmodern fear of absolutism. He states that since only God is infinite, his knowledge 
alone is comprehensive and thus absolute in the truest sense of the word. So a 
commitment to absolutism in this light does not necessarily lead to the subsequent 
conclusion that theologians likewise can obtain an absolute perspective of a given issue. 
On the other hand, though, this does not mean that because human knowledge is always 
limited, it also is always inaccurate. See Clark, To Know and Love God, 449 n. 3. 

63William P. Alston, A Realist Conception a/Truth (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1996), 5. 

64Ibid. Elsewhere, Alston also provides an excellent defense of the 
fundamental premises undergirding the various expressions of realism as an epistemic 
model. He argues that many of the objections to realism are formulated in ways that do 
not actually refute the concept per se because they are driven by false suppositions 
regarding the essential components of the idea. See William P. Alston, "What 
Metaphysical Realism is Not," in Realism and Antirealism, ed. William P. Alston (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2002), 97-115. 

65 Again, as seen in the argument provided by Smith, these obstacles would 
have to apply to the possibility of the incarnation as well. Yet as the life, death, and 
burial of resurrection of Christ have shown, imperfect vehicles can be used to convey 
perfect messages. 
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Summarizing this discussion then, the evangelical concept of revelation helps 

to establish preliminary epistemic commitments that go against the philosophical currents 

of postmodernity. Even further, these proposals show how vast the divergences are 

becoming between certain forms of postconservative thought. Arguments regarding the 

nature of Scripture are being merged into discussions regarding the communal 

interactions with Scripture thereby leading to modified views of nonrealism and theories 

of truth that possess serious relativistic tones. Yet persistent claims not to sound 

relativistic do not change the fact that they do.66 Additionally, another issue that feeds 

this tendency to capitulate to postmodern thought and abandon the previous evangelical 

commitments to a thoroughgoing biblicism is the issue of hermeneutics. More 

specifically, this subject not only entails questions regarding biblical interpretation, it also 

includes concerns regarding the ways in which theological ideas can develop and yet still 

maintain a certain continuity with confessional orthodoxy. Recognizing the implications 

of such concerns, it is imperative that they receive further attention and refinements. 

Integrating Hermeneutics with the Dynamics 
of Doctrinal Development: A Proposal 

The primary reason that the subjects of epistemology and metaphysics are so 

complex in contemporary philosophy and theology is because for the postmodern mind, 

both are interlinked to the activity of interpretation.67 The reason for this is because all 

66Regarding this point, Paul Helseth mentions that Grenz once commented to 
him that it is inappropriate for evangelicals to accuse certain postconservatives of being 
sheer subjectivists because this reads them through the lenses of Enlightenment 
presuppositions. Nonetheless, Helseth argues that it has yet to be shown that embracing 
the concept of objective truth is necessarily revealing an indebtedness to modernistic 
thought. See Helseth, "Re-Imagining the Princeton Mind," 447 n. 135. 

67For critical analysis of this point, see Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and 
Method, trans. and ed. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, 2nd rev. ed. (New 
York: Crossroad, 1989; reprint, New York: Continuum, 1996),307-41; Richard Rorty, 
The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in Philosophical Method (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1967). 
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ways of seeing have been deemed as ways of knowing. Whereas the project of the 

Enlightenment strove to discover truth out there via human reason, the postmodern shift 

has taken the next logical step and concluded that diverse thinkers use their contextually-

laden forms of reason to create different kinds of truths. So while modernity made the 

thinking subject superior to God, postmodernity ensures that one thinker is not superior to 

another. In tum, all truth-claims are validated by their usage in a given community rather 

than their capacity to hold all other communities epistemically accountable. 

When laying these perceptions at the door of evangelical theology, several 

perplexities arise. One, which has already been addressed, regards the possibility of 

whether there is anything beyond cognitive schemes that is to be discovered. The 

evangelical answer has been that God has been revealed in Christ and the biblical 

revelation which bears witness to Him. Encompassing this response, though, are other 

interrelated questions. One is whether the Bible's message(s) can be discovered, or more 

specifically, interpreted accurately and thereby potentially understood. Another pertains 

to whether any criteria possibly can be established for substantiating the idea of fixed 

interpretations that directly reflect various elements of the biblical message, thereby 

providing support for the idea of Christian orthodoxy. In addition, whatever response is 

given to this dilemma, it must also be acknowledged that even while orthodoxy is 

necessarily oriented toward some kind of confessional hermeneutic, it is not excluded 

from developments or changes altogether.68 Moreover, in observing the inherent 

complexities of these concerns as well the two distinct clusters of responses provided by 

Grenz and Vanhoozer, certain aims should be highlighted. 

With regard to the first concern of biblical hermeneutics, initially it must be 

acknowledged that the Christian objectives in interpretation are multi-faceted. It is not 

6&As Craig Blaising has observed, a "no-development" theory of doctrine, 
which sees aU doctrinal developments as deviating forms of corruption and heresy, is a 
reductionistic assessment to say the least. See Craig A. Blaising, "Doctrinal 
Development in Orthodoxy," BibSac 145 (1988): 135-36. 
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the case that biblical interpretation is consumed simply with exegetical analysis only. 

Rather, it is an exercise wherein believers interact with the dynamic world that Scripture 

describes for the purposes of cognitive understanding as well as spiritual transformation. 

Postmodern thought is quick to point out, however, that all connections between readers 

and texts entail predispositions, subjective prejudices, and linguistic constructs, which 

reveal the limitations intrinsic to all acts of interpretation. All hermeneutical activity 

leads to ways of seeing, or "meaning," that always entail ways of not seeing.69 In 

response to this postmodern challenge, it must first be conceded that interpretation is a 

subjective enterprise that is prone to error. Yet proclivity to deviation does not 

necessarily mean complete impossibility of success. This is why evangelical 

hermeneutics must begin with God's self-disclosure and then move to issues regarding 

interpretive shortcomings. 

This being the case, accepting the Bible as divine revelation necessarily leads 

to a fundamental commitment regarding the nature oflanguage.70 Since God has chosen 

to use it as a legitimate means of communication, speech must include the possibility of 

being understood for potential acceptance or rejection. As already seen in Vanhoozer and 

Horton, the biblical record encompasses various forms of covenantal discourse whereby 

God not only performs communicative speech-acts via the biblical writers, but also 

expects to be understood because certain consequences or rewards are guaranteed results 

depending on a given reader's response. Interpretation is then not only possible, it is also 

a functioning ethical addendum within a Christian framework of hermeneutics because 

69Frances Schussler Fiorenza, "The Crisis of Hermeneutics and Christian 
Theology," in Theology at the End of Modernity: Essays in Honor of Gordon Kaufman, 
ed. Sheila Greeve Davaney (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1991), 125. Also 
see Stephen D. Moore, "The 'Post-' Age Stamp: Does It Stick? Biblical Studies and the 
Postmodern Debate," JAAR 57 (1989): 543-59. 

7°Again, this reflects the work of both James Smith and Kevin Vanhoozer. 
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obedience to a text can only be exercised if the understanding of text's communicative act 

has been attained. 

In conjunction with this insight, the idea of covenantal discourse gives clarity 

to two further problems that normally arise in discussions of evangelical hermeneutics. 

One regards the tendency to often neutralize claims within various texts at the expense of 

their particular place in the outworking scheme of the canon. A very Dulles characterizes 

this view as defining revelation within terms of the assertive content or core doctrinal 

affirmations which are embedded within Scripture itself. 71 In some ways this 

characterization can be misleading because interpreting discourse does include giving 

careful attention to the illocutionary forces of various speech-acts, which to be fair, do 

contain propositional content, and in the Bible's case, divinely-revealed content. The 

key, though, is that illocutions, or actions that are being done with words, do not occur in 

forensic forms, but in multiple expressions for distinct communicative purposes. Also, 

the illocutions of the Bible occur in selective stages of redemptive history and even under 

different covenantal obligations, whether it be Israel under Mosaic stipulations or the 

early church experiencing New Covenant blessings.72 This means then that doctrinal 

summations of themes conveyed in Scripture cannot proceed without an awareness of the 

ways in which biblical statements are made nor can they ignore those formats once they 

are acknowledged. Rather, they must be formulated in a manner that is always sensitive 

to how Scripture communicates as well as what is being communicated. 

71See Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1983; 
reprint, 1992),37-46; idem, The Craft of Theology: From Symbol to System (New York: 
Crossroad, 1992), 71-72. This is the same basic idea that Lindbeck calls the cognitive­
propositional approach to theology, George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion 
and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 21; and what 
Grenz labels as evangelical modernism, Stanley J. Grenz, "An Agenda for Evangelical 
Theology in the Postmodern Context," Didaskalia 9 (1998): 1-2. 

72Regarding the more intricate dynamics involved in this kind of covenantal 
hermeneutic, see Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 171-219. 
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Alongside these concerns regarding the exact nature of propositionalism, the 

second major issue that a covenantal-discourse approach to hermeneutics addresses is the 

pertinent issue of authorial-intent. Evangelicals traditionally have shown a commitment 

to the idea that a major part of proper interpretive theory should include a genuine desire 

to ascertain the willed meaning that an author intended to convey through a given text. 73 

Among the many reasons for adopting this approach, evangelicals normally highlight two. 

One is that the concept of authorial-intent provides a point of reference for stabilizing all 

textual engagements so that interpreters as wen as texts are protected. On one hand, 

readers are held accountable in order to prevent spurious interpretations while on the 

other, authors are not misrepresented as saying things in texts that were not intended. 

Even more importantly, though, the idea of authorial-intent is crucial because it supports 

a prior commitment to divine revelation. Evangelicals desire to know what an author 

meant by what was said because that meaning is equivalent to what God meant. 

Despite these emphases on authorial intent, nonetheless, two obstacles 

presently confront evangelicals regarding its hermeneutical legitimacy. One, which 

actually derives from within evangelical circles, concerns the idea of sensus pienior, or 

fuller meaning.74 Herein, because of the dynamics involved in prophecy/fulfillment 

issues as well as the New Testament's use of the Old Testament, evangelicals disagree as 

730ne of the most influential thinkers who provided much of the groundwork 
for this idea is E. D. Hirsch, Jr. The standard work evangelicals normally consult is E. D. 
Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967). 

74For traditional Catholic treatments of this idea, see Raymond Brown, The 
'Sensus Plenior' o/Sacred Scripture (Baltimore: St. Mary's University, 1955); idem, 
"The History and Development of the Theory of Sensus Plenior," CBQ 15 (1953): 141-
62. For contrasting evangelical treatments, see Douglas Moo, "The Problem of Sensus 
Pienior," in Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and John D. 
Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 179-211; D. A. Oss, "Canon as Context: 
The Function of Sensus Pienior in Evangelical Hermeneutics," GTJ9 (1988): 105-27; 
Walter Kaiser, "Legitimate Hermeneutics," in Inerrancy, 125-35. 
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to whether biblical texts can entail meanings that transcend what an original human 

authors intended. 75 In conjunction with this struggle, authorial-intent also has become an 

extremely problematic notion because of postmodern shifts to reader-response and 

poststructuralist ( or deconstructionist) theories of hermeneutics. These numerous 

transitions are made because it is argued that once texts are given to readers, they become 

distanced from their authors and thereby made vulnerable to the hermeneutical mercies of 

readers.76 Furthermore, just as all ways of knowing are theory-laden, postmodern thought 

perceives the act of reading not only to be an exercise in observing texts, but also in using 

them.77 Authors and their literary intents are then necessarily eclipsed either by the sheer 

fact that texts develop lives of their own as they are interpreted over time or by the brutal 

reality that interpreters exploit them for personal pragmatic gain. 

In both of these dilemmas regarding authorial intent, covenantal discourse 

provides potential direction. For example, with regards to the evangelical concern of 

sensus plenior, it must be emphasized that divine speech, as conveyed through divinely-

75The literature on this issue is legion. However, four articles in JETS that help 
clarifY the existing diversity between evangelicals regarding this issue include Phillip B. 
Payne, "The Fallacy of Equating Meaning with the Author's Intention," JETS 20 (1977): 
243-52; W. Edward Glenny, "The Divine Meaning of Scripture: Explanations and 
Limitations," JETS 38 (1995): 481-500; Clark Pinnock, "Biblical Texts; Past and Future 
Meanings," JETS 43 (2000): 71-81; Robert Stein, "The Benefits of an Author-Oriented 
Approach to Hermeneutics," JETS 44 (2001): 451-66. 

76It must be noted that this dynamic is understood in a variety of ways by 
different thinkers. Some argue that texts take on an autonomous authority of their own, 
thereby being able to convey a surplus of meanings that are independent of original 
authorial intents. This idea is represented in Paul Ricouer, Interpretation: Discourse and 
the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1976.) Others, 
such as Hans-Georg Gadamer see texts as existing in dialectical relationships with readers 
thereby creating a reciprocal dynamic that allows new meanings to develop. See 
Gadamer, Truth and Method, 369-79. 

77In the words of Stanley Fish, "It is the interpretive communities, rather than 
either the text or the reader, that produce meanings and are responsible for the emergence 
of formal features. See Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of 
Interpretive Communities (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), 14. 
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ordained speakers of the canon, is comprised of speeches that occurred within various 

segments of the historical drama of the redemption. Therefore, the communicative 

horizons of biblical speakers could only reach to the points that were established at the 

time of their speaking.78 Yet the divine speaker, who is not confined to any 

hermeneutical horizons, guides the overall drama and orchestrates all the covenantal 

discourses in order to form layers of meaning that only come into focus at the canonical 

leveL79 So taken in this light, authorial-intent is deemed an essential key to biblical 

hermeneutics, but not in a uniform fashion that ignores the obvious canonical dynamics 

involved in the unfolding of divine-covenantal interrelations. 

Notwithstanding further discussions of this issue, covenantal discourse also 

clarifies certain priorities in response to postmodern theories of hermeneutics. Herein, 

Vanhoozer's work again proves to be helpful because of his correlation between theism 

and interpretation. Beliefs about God do in fact dictate beliefs about communication to a 

certain degree. Thus, there is a certain undeniable factor of ethics involved in the 

postmodern hermeneutic of suspicion. Though it is imperative to be cautious against 

intentional as well as unintentional abuses of texts, to argue that authors cannot 

communicate ideas through texts, which can be potentially understood by readers again 

goes back to the initial rejection or acceptance of divine speech. If one rejects the idea 

that God has the capacity to communicate effectively through human language, then it 

appears that the only viable option is to adopt some form of post modern ambivalence. 

However, if God has spoken through agents, it is assumed that understanding is a 

78Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 179. 

79ln recent years, one thinker who has offered significant insights into the 
concept of canonical hermeneutics is Francis Watson. See Francis Watson, Text, Church, 
and World: Biblical Interpretation in Theological Perspective (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1994); idem, Text and Truth: Redefining Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1997). 
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potential result and therefore, belief in God and the reality of biblical revelation go 

against the general grain that postmodern thought emphasizes. 

Recognizing then that accepting the idea of divine speech as revealed in 

Scripture also entails certain hermeneutical assumptions antithetical to postmodern 

thought, a corollary issue that also arises within the context of Christian theology is 

whether certain biblical interpretations can be viewed as fixed in nature, or for lack of a 

better word, confessional. Herein, this concern pertains to the nature of orthodoxy, or 

what belief or set of beliefs are to be considered in such continuity with the teachings of 

Scripture that to abandon them is considered equivalent to compromising the Christian 

faith itself. Likewise, these questions also involve further investigations into the 

functions that doctrinal constructions and theological traditions have in the hermeneutical 

process of interpreting the biblical texts. 

Initially, it should be recognized that these concepts face significant objections 

and challenges from postmodern, postliberal, and even postconservative directions. Due 

to the epistemic limitations inherent within the interpretive process, postmodern thought 

generally characterizes religiously-linguistic frameworks as communally dependent by 

nature and thereby void of any ontological substance.8o Similarly, postliberalism, as seen 

in the work of Lindbeck, constricts the validity of doctrinal formulations to their internal 

consistency and intrasystemic function within the overall scheme of a given religious 

80 Stuart Kendall offers a helpful assessment of why this is the case. He 
observes that "the possiblity of onto logically true claims presumes what genealogical and 
deconstructive postmodernism diagnoses as the ontology of presence common to western 
metaphysics since Plato's cave. Postmodernism claims that foundationlessness lives only 
in the space opened and defined by an ontology of absence." See Stuart Kendall, "Intra­
textual Theology in a Postmodern World," in Postmodern Theologies: The Challenge of 
Religious Diversity, ed. Terrence W. Tilley (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995), 106. Also, for 
further analysis of this idea, see James B. Miller, -'The Emerging Postmodern World," in 
Postmodern Theology: Christian Faith in a Pluralist World, ed. Frederic B. Burnham 
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), 1-19. 
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community.8l In between these two currents are also various postconservative thinkers 

who believe that doctrines do, in one way or another, refer to certain external realities, but 

show a growing tendency to emphasize the flexibility of doctrinal formulation in order to 

foster more theological tolerance for alleged advancements in the Christian tradition such 

as open theism and soteriological inclusivism.82 Moreover, a major part of the reason 

why many postconservatives herald this plea for theological tolerance is because in light 

of postmodern' s suspicions toward epistemic certainty and objectivity, constant claims to 

doctrinal fidelity are perceived to foster an unhealthy and domineering triurnphalism 

within evangelical ranks. 

Several comments should be established in response to these challenges. First 

of all, in order for any evangelical conceptualization of orthodoxy or doctrinal language 

to have any legitimate point of reference, the functional role of divine speech as revealed 

in the covenantal discourse of the canon must be seen as first-order in nature. In other 

words, biblical language, which entails the voice of the Spirit, provides actual ontological 

claims about the external world. Granted, this does not necessarily mean that the sensus 

literalis of divine utterances must describe divine truths univocally. In other words, the 

literary patterns of Scripture are not required to postulate exhaustive, literalistic 

depictions of the divine essence in order to provide reliable epistemic correlations 

81For further clarification, Lindbeck's system is somewhat complex regarding 
issues of ontology because he does attempt to embrace the correspondence theory of truth 
and metaphysical realism. See Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 68-69; Jeffrey Hinsley, 
"Are Postliberals Necessarily Antirealists? Reexamining the Metaphysics of Lindbeck's 
Postliberal Theology," in The Nature of Confession, 69-80. His system remains open­
ended, however, regarding the exact ways in which religious langauge can reflect first­
order truth claims as stated in Scripture. See the criticisms in Wayne Proudfoot, 
"Regulae Fidei and Regulative Idea: Two Contemporary Theological Strategies," in 
Theology at the End of Modernity, 111-l3. 

82For example, see Roger Olson, The Mosaic of Christian Belief Twenty Years 
of Unity and Diversity (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2002), 194-97. 
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between who God is and how we can understand Him.83 Rather, the canon offers a range 

of referential analogies that form a spectrum of dependable constructs which 

linguistically incarnate what God has chosen to reveal concerning Himself.84 

This being the case, it likewise must be acknowledged, contra Grenz, that the 

spiritual dynamics inherent within Scripture precede and thereby contribute to the overall 

self-understanding of the Christian community rather than vice versa. Stated another 

way, the Christian encounter with God through Christ occurs as an outflow of the 

pre-established truths already revealed in divine speech. Scripture does not receive its 

authority because it gains acceptance by the Christian community that produced it, but 

because it entails the inspired discourse that has the capacity to produce the Christian 

community. Therefore, the church's subsequent endeavors to explicate the existential 

dynamics of the Christian faith entail a commitment not only to formulate various 

constructs that provide cognitive illumination, but also offer ways ofrearticulating the 

teachings of Scripture so they can be personally applied in an effective manner.85 

It is attempting to meet these goals that the nature of doctrine, orthodoxy, and 

theological tradition begin to take their shape. Because of the authoritative and identity-

creating features intrinsic to canonical revelation, doctrines function as potential second-

order reflection on first-order truth claims. Herein, theological discourse attempts to 

83In speaking of the nature of divine discourse, Horton clarifies this point by 
asserting that "The relationship between our languge about God ... , and God's being is 
neither identical nor entirely equivocal. We do not know God as God is in the divine 
hiddenness, but we do know God in His condenscension, in His willingness incompletely, 
yet truthfully to reveal Himself." Horton, Covenant and Eschatology, 191. 

84Another way to clarify this point is that "if God somehow ... caused the 
production of the Bible as the medium of divine discourse, then the analogies are 
sufficient to each context and for each purpose." Ibid., 190. 

85See Alister McGrath, The Nature of Doctrine: A Study in the Foundation of 
Doctrinal Criticism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990; reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 
78-79; Peter Toon, The Development of Doctrine in the Church (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1979), 105-26. 
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define, summarize, and restate in fallible yet accurate terms what has been spoken within 

the covenantal discourse of Scripture. To clarify the complexities of this point, two 

particular thinkers are extremely helpful. One is David Yeago, who in an influential 

article on the development of theological exegesis, distinguishes between a jUdgment that 

is made and the conceptual terms in which a judgment is rendered.86 Yeago contends that 

concepts are employed in discourse for the purpose of predicating certain ideas, which are 

to be the interpretive priority in doctrinal formulation. In his own words, "Unity in 

teaching must be sought at the level of judgments and not at the level of concepts, for 

discourse only teaches, makes claims that can be accepted or rejected, insofar as it passes 

and urges judgments."87 Therefore, whether one accepts biblical concepts themselves as 

inerrant and inspired, which evangelicals should do in light of the nature of divine 

discourse, to simply focus on the terminological and historical contexts of those concepts 

completely misses the point of the theological task. The purpose of Christian doctrine is 

to re-articulate the judgments that are made with divinely-inspired concepts in 

contemporary form. This insight, in tum, leads to another point made by Alister McGrath 

in his work on the development of Christian doctrine. Among his many insights, the 

most helpful point that compliments Yeago's emphasis on theological exegesis is the fact 

that as doctrinal inquiries continue to interact with the narratives of Scripture, certain 

frameworks are formulated that not only hone in on given judgments embedded in the 

canon, but also on the themes that hold those specific judgments together.88 Doctrines are 

then used to define given biblical perceptions as well as substantiate an overall belief-

framework for the Christian community. In doing so, doctrines potentially can echo the 

86David S. Yeago, "The New Testament and Nicene Dogma: A Contribution to 
the Recovery of Theological Exegesis," Pro Ecclesia 3 (1994): 159. Again, Yeago' s 
ideas also are utilized by Vanhoozer as well. 

87Ibid. 

88See McGrath, The Nature of Doctrine, 61-63. 
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divinely-objective ideas residing in Scripture. There is a sense then in which doctrinal 

formulations can reflect the first-order claims of Scripture and hence, inherit a sense of 

ontological authority that has communal as well as universal implications. 89 

As these investigations continue within the Christian community, eventually 

doctrines also highlight certain motifs that solidify the general structure of divine 

discourse and Christian experience. They are then determined to be specific ideas that are 

non-negotiable, or orthodox. They become core beliefs that become essential to the 

coherence of the Christian faith as well as the biblical message in general. These maxims 

are then reapplied within various contexts and ultimately, after proving their importance 

by withstanding the tests of time, become epistemic clusters that solidify into various 

theological traditions. Yet despite these dynamics in the development of Christian 

doctrine, however, the postconservative shift in evangelical thought currently shows 

hesitancy to delineate the ramifications of orthodoxy, which in turn, causes further 

confusion regarding the proper way to understand the manner in which orthodoxy can 

legitimately develop and lead to further theological advancements. 

With regard to the nature of orthodoxy in general, it appears, at least in 

American evangelical circles, that the term is becoming more elastic and ambiguous due 

to the extremely sympathetic hearing that many postconservatives presently give to 

postmodem demands for pluralistic tolerance. The globilization of twentieth-century 

culture has revealed the sheer magnitude of worldviews that exist and the postmodern 

response has been to concede that no non-linguistic or objective criteria exists that can 

determine if one particular worldview is in fact a view for the world.9o In similar fashion, 

89For further discussion of this point, see D. H. Williams, Retrieving the 
Tradition and Renewing Evangelicalism: A Primer for Suspicious Protestants (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 71-99. 

90See the comments by Michael J. Scanlon, "The Postmodem Debate," in The 
Twentieth Century: A Theological Overview, ed. Gregory Baum (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2000), 235-37. 
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the abundance of interpretations regarding biblical issues has convinced many post-

conservatives that Christian orthodoxy, or more specifically the evangelical tradition, 

should be defined in the broadest terms possible. Again, a prime example of this can be 

seen in Roger Olson's plea that evangelicalism be defined in terms of a centered set 

model as opposed to a boundaried set.9
! The reason being that the boundaried set model 

makes little distinction between the gospel and boundaried beliefs, or orthodoxy, thereby 

fostering an ongoing need to sustain doctrinal maintenance and interrogate those who 

deviate from anyone of many doctrinal statutes.92 Instead, Olson contends that beliefs 

should be allowed to wander in various doctrinal directions as long as they do not detract 

from a centered set of truths. Yet that set oftruths is reduced by Olson to only include the 

deity of Christ (which entails Trinitarianism) and His free provision for salvation through 

His death, burial, and resurrection as well as a commitment to use the biblical witness as 

the touchstone guide in formulating all subsequent beliefs.93 Beyond these axioms, 

The centered set model views Christianity as a fluid and flexible force field held 
together by a strong, magnetic center. The boundaries are not as important as the 
center that identifies authentic Christianity, and all are recognized as truly Christian 
who are held in, as it were, by the center and are not moving away from it.94 

The problem with this theological editing is not the postconservative desire to 

foster theological freedom so possible improvements on doctrinal issues can still be 

discovered and implemented into evangelical theology. The difficulty is that segments of 

postconservative thought appear to substitute one potential power struggle for another. 

As seen in the development of postmodemity, on the one hand, it is always possible to 

abuse the belief in determinate meaning and prematurely equate a particular interpretation 

9101son, The Mosaic a/Christian Belief, 45-48. 

92Ibid., 48. 

93Ibid., 46-47. 

94Ibid., 47. 
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of a text with the text itself. Yet the postmodern choice to embrace the indeterminacy of 

meaning also is an expression of power because it eliminates hermeneutical 

accountability. In other words, to say that nothing can be known is just as much an act of 

hubris as saying that everything can be known. It appears that postconservative attempts 

to plea for a generous orthodoxy are flavored with this same attitude. Though it is true, as 

can be seen in fundamentalist ranks, that making every detail of theological inquiry an 

essential to doctrinal fidelity ultimately leads to Christian groups only being able to talk 

to themselves, to go in the completely opposite direction and allow evangelical theology 

to mean almost anything results in it meaning absolutely nothing. 

At this juncture, however, it must be recognized that merely establishing a 

criteria for determining which beliefs are right and which are heretical is an insufficient 

strategy for solving this dilemma. This can be seen in the fact that much of the debates in 

evangelical circles regarding theological identity now pertain to method, not just content. 

Therefore, the apparent perplexity regarding the nature of orthodoxy does not derive 

merely from questions about what it is, or what allows it to maintain a certain kind of 

static continuity, but also how it can potentially change as the need arises. This means 

that understanding what orthodoxy is entails further comprehension of how it develops. 

To begin, one cannot critically observe the dynamics of church history and 

forthrightly conclude that orthodoxy does not evolve in any way, shape, or form. 

Nevertheless, one can neither neglect the fact that certain beliefs remain constant and 

non-negotiable in the historical unfolding of doctrinal formulation. The question then is 

how both dynamics co-exist. Concerning this tension, Craig Blaising has attempted to 

provide several observations in an attempt to formulate an evangelical understanding of 

this dynamic. He writes, 

Give (a) that any given generation in the history of the church could identify some 
locus of beliefs they would call orthodox, and given (b) that such generations would 
consider what they call orthodox as in some way expressive of the historical faith of 
the church, and assuming (c) that some central continuity can be demonstrated 
between these "orthodoxies" (i.e., what each generation is calling orthodox), and 



given (d) that some differences can also be observed in the expression of these 
"orthodoxies," then orthodox doctrinal development is a historical fact. 95 
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Note herein that orthodoxy entails certain beliefs that all generations of believers 

recognize, but at the same time notable differences may exist in how those beliefs, which 

are mutually recognized as orthodox, are articulated and expressed. The reason behind 

this apparent paradox is the fact that because doctrinal development occurs progressively 

throughout history and hence varying contexts, it interacts with several sources and 

thereby evolves in multiple ways. Moreover, these factors appear to divide the overall 

process of theological formulation into at least two levels, those being sources of use, 

which minimally include Scripture and tradition, and then subsequent methods of 

deductive reasoning and argumentation.96 

Beginning with the primary source for doctrinal formulation, much discussion 

has been provided regarding the nature of Scripture. However, two cursory points should 

be emphasized here regarding the Bible's relationship to other sources which are used in 

theological method. First, following in the Reformed tradition, Scripture indeed is the 

norma normans non normata, or standard which is not to be corrected or revised. 

Second, though, despite one's acclamation that the Bible is the supreme source for 

Christian reflection, one's definition of its authority will dictate the way in which one 

uses it to develop subsequent beliefs. Consequently, it is not just one's adherence to 

95Blaising, "Doctrinal Development in Orthodoxy," 136. 

96Ibid., 137-38. Clark Pinnock also mentions that these subjects will continue 
to receive more attention because evangelicals are recognizing the crucial role that these 
factors have in the assessment of meaning, especially meaning in biblical texts. See 
Clark H. Pinnock, The Scripture Principle (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984), xii-x; 
idem, Tracking the Maze: Finding Our Way through Modern Theology from an 
Evangelical Perspective (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1990); idem, "New 
Dimensions in Theological Method," in New Dimensions in Evangelical Thought: Essays 
in Honor of Millard Erickson, ed. David S. Dockery (Downers Grove: 1998),204-06; 
idem, "Biblical Texts," 71-72. 
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biblical authority, that is crucial, but how one defines the integrity and authenticity of the 

Bible itself.97 

A second source in doctrinal development, which is receiving enonnous 

amounts of attention in contemporary theological discussions due to the postmodem 

focus on communally-oriented narratives, is the role of tradition. Traditions unfold 

within the history of the church as certain beliefs are deemed essential to the general 

tenure of Scripture. Even so, as this process develops, a distinction also must be 

acknowledged between the overall Christian Tradition and various fonns of Christian 

traditions. As D. H. Williams claims, the fonner refers to the " ... apostolic and patristic 

foundation which is the common history we have as Christians ... ," while other existing 

traditions " ... purport that they mirror in a substantial way the Tradition.,,98 Together, 

these theological traditions function as henneneutical restraints that create a centrifugal 

dynamic that holds doctrinal fonnulations accountable to the Christian canon. Therefore, 

there is an undeniable interaction between tradition and Scripture because in one sense, 

the Christian tradition in general was conceived in light of the initial witness established 

by Christ, the prophets, and apostles. Yet as Peter Jensen has highlighted, though 

traditions safeguard Scripture and yes, Scripture does contain traditions, Scripture still 

stands over traditions because the church cannot claim any rule over the Bible, not even 

by claiming to be its sole licensed interpreter.99 Furthennore, an interesting question to 

97 Again, one who exemplifies this fact is Clark Pinnock. Pinnock holds to 
what he calls a simple biblicism wherein one does not study the Bible with predisposed 
"modernistic" commitments to certain views of truthfulness, such as inerrancy and 
infallibility. Those who do interpret the Bible in light of these latter ideas are 
characterized by Pinnock as philosophical biblicists. The interesting factor is that 
Pinnock's version of simple biblicism has led him to adopt open theism, annhilationism, 
and inclusivism. See his comments in Pinnock, "New Dimensions," 200-01. 

98Williams, Retrieving the Tradition, 36. 

99Peter Jensen, The Revelation a/God, The Contours of Christian Theology 
Series (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2002), 167. 
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note with regard to postmodern versions of postconservative thought is whether new 

traditions potentially can be created. Some, such as Grenz, are agreeable with regards to 

the role of tradition in theological method but at the same time, desire evangelicals to be 

more tolerant of theological diversity. The question is what should keep more theological 

traditions from developing if they can show continuity with the Christian faith and even 

highlight ideas that are extremely problematic. 1oo 

Working in conjunction with Scripture and tradition is also the source of the 

cultural context in which a given Christian community exists. In one sense, this reality is 

one of the major reasons why orthodoxy is forced to develop over time because often it is 

the unique needs and issues that arise in various periods of the church's history that 

provide the need for new clarifications to be made for benefiting the future of Christianity 

as well as opportunities to revise possible errors of the past. These dynamics aside, 

nonetheless, some elements of the postconservative emphasis on the role of culture 

proves to be disconcerting. For instance, Pinnock asserts that "It is a temptation for 

theologians to stick with original meaning and not take risks discerning the mind of the 

Spirit for this moment.,,]OI Here, Pinnock is echoing the Grenzian idea that culture and 

Scripture somehow are used by the Spirit simultaneously for divine speech. This 

emphasis on culture, though, is alarming and somewhat ironic because it commits the 

very sin that Pinnock and Grenz accuse conservatives of committing, namely ignoring the 

diverse features and literary richess of the canon. The original intents of the biblical 

authors and established meanings of the covenantal discourse embedded within biblical 

10°lt also would be interesting to know if postconservatives such as Olson, 
Grenz, and Pinnock would endorse any particular confessions of faith. It is true that each 
of these professors are members of the Evangelical Theological Society, which requires 
its members to believe in the Trinity and in the inerrancy of the original autographs. 
However, each of these thinkers would define inerrancy in terms that conservative 
evangelicals would interpret to be explicit denials of the idea. 

IOIPinnock, "New Dimensions," 206. Also see his comments in Pinnock, 
"Biblical Texts," 74-77. 
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revelation are so vast and all-encompassing that they transcend any cultural novelties or 

issues that may arise. The purpose of culture then is not to give the Spirit the chance to 

compensate on the shortcomings of the biblical authors, but to provide new situations for 

dialogue between Scripture and the world so that the original messages given by the Spirit 

can be re-incarnated in new and fresh concepts. 102 

Consequently, the coordinating of these sources into a given format finally 

leads to the second plain of theological inquiry that contributes to the dynamics of 

orthodox development, namely the use of reason and various ways of argumentation. In 

one sense, the idea of reason in general is now an extremely complex subject due to the 

postmodern axiom that there is " ... no universally valid or specifically privileged 

framework ofrationality."103 Likewise, it is argued by many that the use of reason in 

theological development reveals a glaring contradiction in the Christian tradition 

altogether. David Clark perceives this objection when he observes; 

If a theological source really is the ultimate authority, there cannot be some more 
ultimate rational argument lying behind it. If a reasoned argument must support a 
theological authority, then the argument, not the authority, is ultimate. In the 
context of evangelical theology, if someone gives a reasoned theological argument 
to defend Scripture, then reason, not Scripture, becomes the authority.l04 

So two of the primary the challenges that face evangelical theology with regards to the 

use of rationality entail a specific definition of reason as well as how it can function 

without undermining the supreme authority of Scripture. As seen in the work of Grenz 

and Vanhoozer, answering the first question must begin with the concession that reason is 

historically and culturally conditioned. The key, though, is that even while theological 

I02For helpful assessments of this interaction between culture and theological 
development, see Lints, The Fabric of Theology, 101-16; and David Clark's recent 
discussion in Clark, To Know and Love God, 99-131 . 

I03McGrath, The Nature of Doctrine, 152. Also see Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose 
Justice? Which Rationality (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988). 

J04Clark, To Know and Love God, 84. 
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understanding really entails preunderstanding, this does not mean that any set of given 

predispositions cannot enter into give-and-take dialogues with Scripture as well as 

theological traditions and the cultural context in order to reveal aberrant prejudices, 

epistemic fallacies, and even shortsighted judgments of given issues. Therefore, while it 

may be the case that reason functions in light of pre-established epistemic orientations, 

this does not mean that rational thought cannot change or make significant shifts in light 

of further evidence, trial-and-error, or convincing argumentation. This being the case 

then, the second concern regarding the relationship between Scripture and reason can best 

be solved by viewing the use of reason as an activity that occurs dialectically rather than 

at a linear level. 105 As David Clark argues, world views in general, or in this case 

accepting the Bible as supremely authoritative while using reason to affirm such a belief, 

function in a holistic sense even when certain commitments act as foundational 

axioms. 106 While one can argue that Scripture functions as an initial foundation for 

subsequent inquiries and beliefs, this does not necessitate evangelicals to view the priority 

of Scripture in simple terms of sequential supremacy.l07 Reason, then, or reasonable 

approaches, do not necessarily operate in a neat and outlined fashion, but actually 

function as a kind of epistemic lubricant that attempts to alleviate theological tensions 

and clarifY doctrinal conclusions in as precise terms of possible. 

It is in combining the use of all these sources and objectives that the reality of 

orthodox development begins to come into focus. Beginning with the consummation of 

divine discourse via the apostolic message, a given tradition as contained in the life and 

work of Jesus Christ was established. Then as time progressed, certain factors inherent 

within the biblical witness resonated as various questions and conflicts came into play 

I05Ibid., 86. 

I06In this sense, the idea of epistemological coherentism offers value to the 
development of evangelical theological method. 

I07Clark, To Know and Love God, 87. 
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within the church's understanding of Scripture. In tum, these challenges led to the 

realization that these crucial ideas solidified the essential core of the faith in general. Yet 

even as these ideas eventually became patterns for later inquiries into theological issues, 

refinements, modifications, and even radical advancements could still occur due to the 

later contexts and the need for further clarifications Consequently, orthodoxy has proven 

to be an entity that exists as an fixed form of beliefs that ironically exist in pliable 

epistemic molds. 

In conclusion to this final discussion, all of these challenges show that further 

work is required in order to be as precise as possible in articulating what evangelical 

theology should look like in any culture, whether it be modem or postmodern, and what 

methodologies should be used to uphold such a tradition. This is why thinkers such as 

Grenz and Vanhoozer are now choosing to invest much of their time in addressing the 

multiple issues involved in theological method. They recognize that evangelicalism must 

re-evaluate the dynamics of theological reflection as well as its own fundamental identity 

in order to withstand the current cultural challenges of the day. The greatest struggle in 

engaging these challenges, though, seems to lie in the attempt to understand Christianity 

as a nonmodem (this means nonpostmodem as well) faith that can be contextualized for 

various cultures in nonharmful ways.108 Grenz, Olson, and others see this challenge as 

self-defeating somewhat because they believe it is in the very ability of Christianity to 

adopt major segments of postmodern thought and jettison certain conservative 

commitments that the theological task can move forward. Fortunately, however, 

Vanhoozer's confessional version of postconservatism shows that evangelicalism does 

not have to be anti-conservative or extremely postmodern in nature in order to maintain a 

voice in the current intellectual setting. Nevertheless, postmodern postconservatives most 

I08Millard Erickson also expressed this concern in relation to evangelical 
hermeneutics in general. See Millard Erickson, Evangelical Interpretation: Perspectives 
on Hermeneutical Issues (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 56. 
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likely will maintain their unwarranted denouncements of "modernistic" conservative 

theology and continue to propose ideas that appear to be eroding the very fabrics that 

initially held evangelicalism together. Time will only tell what kind of continuity 

postmodernized expressions of postconservative evangelicalism will be able to sustain 

with historic Christianity. 
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ABSTRACT 

REVISING EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL METHOD 
IN THE POSTMODERN CONTEXT: 

STANLEY J. GRENZ AND KEVIN J. VANHOOZER AS TEST CASES 

Chauncey Everett Berry, Ph.D. 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2003 
Chairperson: Dr. Stephen J. Wellum 

This dissertation examines the theological diversity that is currently developing 

within North American evangelicalism due to the growing int1uence of postmodernism 

and the resulting postconservative shift in evangelical thought. Chapter 1 begins with an 

initial assessment of the historical background and intellectual landscape behind the 

postmodem setting as well as the reasons why many evangelicals, such as Stanley J. 

Grenz and Kevin J. Vanhoozer, have chosen to adopt postconservative approaches to 

theological method. 

Chapter 2 then moves to a critical analysis of these two theologians by first 

treating the work of Stanley Grenz. This segment evaluates his proposals regarding 

theological method by outlining the primary ideas and factors that lead to his version of a 

postmodem evangelical theology. 

Chapter 3 subsequently offers a survey of the contrasting ideas of Kevin J. 

Vanhoozer. Here again, the tracing of Vanhoozer's distinct rendition of postconservatism 

is done by examining the major factors that are prominent within his work. 

Chapter 4 then provides evaluations of the strengths and weaknesses of 

Grenz's and Vanhoozer's thought as well as points of comparison and contrast between 

them. In the end, it is argued that while both thinkers share several mutual criticisms of 

conservative evangelicalism, Grenz's expression of postconservatism is noticeably 

different from Vanhoozer's. Specifically, it is shown that Grenz clearly advocates a kind 



of postmodern postconservatism, which entails modifications in theological method as 

well certain doctrinal commitments intrinsic to historic evangelicalism. Juxtaposed to 

Grenz, it also is argued that Vanhoozer provides a more confessional model of 

postconservatism because his recommendations for a new methodology still remain loyal 

to certain theological commitments that Grenz would deem as non-essential to the 

evangelical theology. 

Chapter 5 finally assesses the potential future effects that certain kinds of 

postconservative thought could have in evangelical circles. Likewise, several key 

elements regarding theological method that still require further attention in light of the 

development of postconservatism are also highlighted and discussed. 



PERSONAL 
Born: 
Parents: 
Married: 

EDUCATIONAL 

VITA 

Chauncey Everett Berry 

September 12, 1971, Fort Worth, Texas 
Charles and Betty Berry 
Tabitha Ann Blaxton, June 13, 1992 

Diploma, Eastern Hills High School, Fort Worth, Texas, 1989 
B.S., Arlington Baptist College, 1993 
M.Div., The Criswell College, 1998 

MINISTERIAL 
Pastor, Utica Baptist Church, Utica, Kentucky, 1999-present 

ACADEMIC 
Substitute Professsor, Boyce College and The Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, 2003 

PUBLICATIONS 
Contributed articles on "The Virgin Birth" and "The Second Coming" in The 
Broadman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Rev. ed. Nashville: Broadman Bible 
Publishers, 2003. 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
Evangelical Theological Society 


