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On Baking Pumpkin Pie: 
Kevin Vanhoozer and Yves Congar on Tradition 

Hans Boersma 

Vanhoozer and the Ingredients of Pumpkin Pie 

In his most recent book, The Drama ofDoctnne, Kevin Vanhoozer shows him
self intent on moving the discussion on the nature and role of Christian doc
trine past the dead ends of a propositionalist focus on the text and a 
cultural-linguistic focus on the community. Vanhoozer presents a strong case 
for a canon-centered understanding of doctrine, one that does justice to the 
dramatic character of the divine-human relationship. In the process, he does 
not disappoint. Thoroughly conversant with classical Reformed theolog)7, con
temporary evangelical thought, as well as current hermeneutical discussions, 
Vanhoozer deftly weaves his way through a myriad of conversation partners, 
consistently intent on making a plea for what he calls a "canonical linguistic 
approach" to Christian theology7. When we get past the rather orange cover of 
the book, we find a volume of remarkable breadth of orientation, of great 
insight in the problematic issues surrounding the interpretation of Scripture, 
and of deep passion for faithful discipleship as the ultimate aim of all Christian 
doctrine. As such, the book is most deserving of our reading and discussion, 
and I wish to warmly congratulate the author with a superb exercise in doctri
nal theology that is truly spiritual in nature. 

It is not my aim either to give a detailed discussion of the contents of the 
book—tolle legel—or to present a detailed evaluation of all of Vanhoozer's argu
ments. Both attempts would be bound to fail, as we are dealing with nearly five 
hundred pages covering numerous issues related in various ways to this dra
matic approach to theology. 'The great pumpkin" is apparently the term of 
endearment that Vanhoozer intimi use for his latest publication. Great it is— 
not only in quality but also in size. I have a hunch that to eat the entire pump
kin raw might give us indigestion. Therefore, in this article, I merely attempt to 
initiate a discussion on how we might be able to carve up this great pumpkin in 
an attempt to arrive at the pumpkin pie no doubt intended by our fine dra
maturgical baker. 

Vanhoozer helps us in our attempts by giving us a clear impression of the 
pumpkin pie he hopes we will end up taking out of the oven and by providing 
us with a clear recipe. The book's purpose, explains the author, is "to convince 
ministers and laypeople alike not to dismiss doctrine as irrelevant, and to 
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encourage theologians not to neglect the needs of the church. It aims to make 
the pastoral lamb lie dowTi with the theological lion. Its goal is to refute, once 
and for all, the all-too-common dichotomy between doctrine and real life" 
(DD, xii) ,1 A little later, Vanhoozer comments that "the burden of the present 
wTork is to commend the canonical-linguistic approach to theologians for its 
turn to practice, for its emphasis on wisdom, and for its creative retrieval of the 
principle of sola scriptum" (DD, 16). Thus, an intimate connection between 
theolog\T and practice, a retrieval of the significance of doctrine, and the cen-
trality of Scripture all lie at the heart of the book and together proride an 
advance impression of the pumpkin pie on which Vanhoozer hopes the church 
will soon be feasting. 

Vanhoozer includes in his recipe several ingredients that he believes make 
for good pumpkin pie. The first is an understanding of doctrine as directive in 
character. Doctrine is meant for performance, for participation. "Doctrine," 
writes Vanhoozer, "is direction for the fitting participation of individuals and 
communities in the drama of redemption" (DD, 102). Doctrine and ethics are, 
therefore, inseparably connected. A "directive theory of doctrine" implies, 
argues Vanhoozer, that "[d]octrine . . . fosters a certain ethos, or sense of the 
overall shape that one's life must take in order to realize the true, the good, and 
the beautiful" (DD, 105). This understanding of the directive character of doc
trine leads, in turn, to an insistence that theolog)1 must go beyond scientia or 
knowledge to include sapientia or wisdom. "Sapiential theology," writes Van
hoozer, "is a matter of knowing which way to go as one follows the Scriptures 
into newT territory and continues the 'itineraries of meaning' indicated by the 
biblical texts" (DD, 308). 

A second ingredient is the centrality of the canon and a reappropriation of 
the importance of sola scrip tura for Christian doctrine. Vanhoozer styles his 
approach as a canonical-linguistic approach. It is the canon that provides direc
tion and serves as our "sapiential criterion" (DD, 146); the canon "both gener
ates and governs the church's subsequent performances" (DD, 150; emphasis 
deleted). This means that for Vanhoozer, the church must take its cue from 
Scripture alone. Scripture provides the norms for a fitting ecclesial response. 
Vanhoozer wants us to rethink "the Scripture/tradition relationship in terms of 
the categories 'script' and 'performance'" (DD, 152). The purpose of the 
book's entire second part (out of four) is "to rehabilitate the notion of sola 
scrip tura in light of a Scripture principle that views the Bible as an authoritative 
script that calls not merelv for intellectual assent but for live performance" 
(DD, 236). 

A third ingredient is \7anhoozer's attempt to overcome both the proposi-
tionalism that he detects in theologians such as Charles Hodge and Carl F. H. 

1 DD is m\ abbreviation for Kevin J. λ anhoozer. The DÌama ofDoctnne: A Canonical-Linguistic 
Approach to Christian Theologs (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2005). 



ON BAKING PUMPIN PIE 

Henry and the cultural linguistic approach that characterizes the postliberal-
ism of the Yale school of theolog)7. The propositionalist viewT holds to a mod
ernist, epic approach, based on metaphysics, which regards theology as a 
monologue, tends to discount figurative language, and does not allowT for 
development of doctrine (DD, 84-91,266-78). "Propositionalist theolog)7," sum
marizes Vanhoozer, 'Views the Bible as revelation, revelation as teaching, teach
ing as propositional, and propositions as statements susceptible of truth or 
falsity" (DD, 267). By contrast, the cultural-linguistic approach bases itself 
squarely on the narrative practices of the church, whose meaning is unfortu
nately reduced to a function of the community. On Lindbeck's understanding, 
doctrine becomes ecclesial grammar, so that "doctrine does not direct the com
munity but is directed by it" (DD, 97). The result is that theology turns into 
ethnography and that the performance of the community gets privileged over 
authorial intent and over the biblical text itself (DD, 3-12, 91-100, 165-79). 
Vanhoozer posits a third option, one that wishes to do justice both to the propo
sitional nature of theolog)7 and to its performance oriented character. 

It seems to me that, at least in some w7ay, we need each of these three ingre
dients in the mix. Vanhoozer's book is helpful in pointing evangelicals, in par
ticular, in the direction of the need for works to complement faith: theolog)7 

ought to be directive in character.2 The book is on target in pointing to wisdom 
in Christian performance as an important goal of theology. In our pursuit of 
this goal, the centrality and supreme normativity of the biblical canon for the 
church's performance are indeed indispensable. Additionally, Vanhoozer 
rightly wishes to avoid both the Scylla of the static propositionalism that has 
characterized too much evangelical theology and the Charybis of the ecclesial 
relativism inherent in the cultural linguistic turn. In short, a delightful mixture 
of ingredients sets the stage for a marvellous serving of pumpkin pie. 

Yves Congar on the Ingredients of Scripture and Tradition 

A good baker, however, needs not only the proper ingredients, but also 
requires just the right quantities of each, and he needs to add them to the mix 
at the appropriate moments in the baking process. It is here that I w7ant to raise 
some questions about the role of tradition. My question is whether Vanhoozer's 
recipe, while very creative, is, on the one hand, perhaps just a little too creative, 
a little too novel. I am thinking here of the way in which he appropriates the 
concerns of the cultural-linguistic turn in theolog)7, which to my mind could 

2 This is not to say that Vanhoozer's directive theory is exhaustive. One might wish for a stronger 
emphasis on redemption as involving ontological transformation (something hinted at in DD 
394-96)—a divine transformation that fits human beings for participation in the divine life. 
Without a complementary emphasis on ontological transformation, a directive theory may have 
the unintended effect of turning into a moralist understanding of discipleship. It is my hope, there
fore, that in the future Vanhoozer will turn more to the church fathers and to Eastern theology for 
descriptions of the telos toward which theology directs us. 
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have been resisted somewhat more strongly. On the other hand, it seems to me 
that Vanhoozer's book is perhaps not quite daring enough, not quite novel (or 
nouvelle) enough.3 Here, I have in mind what appears to be a rather timid 
appropriation of the role of tradition in the interpretation of Scripture. The 
two issues are related, I believe, and on both counts, a turn to the nouvelle 
théologie of Catholic theologian, Yves Congar (1904-1995), may help proride 
just a slight rearrangement of the quantities and the timing of the ingredients, 
hopefully leading to just the right ser ring of pumpkin pie. 

Imagination is one of the central notions around which Vanhoozer struc
tures his book. Repeatedly, wTe encounter the language of imagination, as well 
as related terms, such as improvisation, spontaneity7, and creative understand
ing. This attention to the role of imagination is the result of Vanhoozer's dra
matic approach to doctrine. God himself, on this understanding, is both 
playwright and player, because, in Word and Spirit, he himself enters into the 
theo-drama. Scripture functions as the drama's script, while tradition is the way 
in which we interpret this script. The church is made up of the play actors, with 
die pastor and other church leaders serving as the assistant stage directors 
under the Holy Spirit as the chief director. Theolog)7, on this understanding, 
turns into dramaturgy, the task of giving performance adrice to the director 
and the company (DD, xii, 18, 32, 64-65,152, 244, 448) .4 For theolog)7 to serve 
well in its advisory role and for the church to perform the drama in fitting fash
ion, imagination and creativity are necessary. Performance goes awry, however, 
wrhen creativity gives way to novelty (DD, 424) or when Vhat passes for tradi
tion is more akin to invention than discovery" (DD, 162). Not all theology is 
adequate, and not all performance appropriate. Vanhoozer pleads for an 
orthodox)7 that is "generous, but not to the point of giving away the shop" (DD, 
30). He has recourse to the concept of "fittingness" to determine what kind of 
imagination is proper. Fittingness means conformity to Scripture as well as sen
sibility to new situations (DD, 109). In connection with the former, the canon 
becomes the church's "Rule of Fit" (DD, 259), and, with regard to the latter, w7e 
need to learn to discern "cross-modal similarities (and dissimilarities) " (DD, 
260) .5 Thus, "spontaneous improvisation" turns out to be a matter of practical 
wisdom-phronetic theological reasoning about the good life, in and about par
ticular situations (DD, 326). This phronesis must not just be improvisation, 

31 am using the term novel as it echoes the newness of the French school of nouvelle théologie. 
In no way do I intend to suggest that doctrine can be invented de novo. 

41 am assuming that when Vanhoozer writes that the dramaturge advises the director (DD 32, 
244), he does not mean that theologians advise the Holy Spirit but that they advise pastors. 

5 λ anhoozer is drawing here on Nicholas Wolterstorff, for whom "cross-modal similarity" refers 
to the way we overcome the distance between different modes or categories. For example, when we 
transpose the mode of volume into that of size, loudness becomes largeness, λ anhoozer uses this 
notion of cross-modal similarity to explain that theological sapientia "is a matter of transposing bib
lical modes of speech and action into their contemporary counterparts" (DD 260). 



ON BAKING PUMPIN PIE 

however; it ought to be faithful improvisation (DD, 335-44). 'The development 
of doctrine," Vanhoozer concludes, 

is thus a matter of improvising with a canonical script. The canon presents 
this initial assumption, an offer of grace—the judgment that God has spo
ken and acted in Israel and supremely in Christ to save the world—in a vari
ety of literary and conceptual forms. Theology is the improvisatory play of 
wTord and Spirit in new contexts whereby the church seeks to render and 
respond to the same divine judgments preserved in canonical discourse in 
new contextual situations and with new conceptual forms [DD, 353]. 

In short, Vanhoozer wishes to recover the role of the imagination over 
against a stale propositionalism and at the same time wants us to hold firmly to 
the canon as the regulative principle that guides our interpretation. 

I believe Vanhoozer to be on target in giving a role to imagination and cre
ativity, to spontaneity and improvisation. At the same time, however, a more 
robust embrace of the role of tradition, of spiritual interpretation, and of the 
church maybe necessary to guide the role of imagination in appropriate direc
tions.6 In order to do this, Vanhoozer might wish to interact not only with the 
Protestant interlocutors to his left and his right, but also with voices from within 
the Roman Catholic tradition. As a stimulant for such broader engagement, I 
suggest that Vanhoozer open up his imaginative horizons to at least some of the 
novelty of nouvelle théologie. In the years leading up to Vatican II, Yves 
Congar's two volumes on tradition, published in 1960 and 1963, served to 
move the Catholic Church decisively into a direction more amenable to 
Protestantism without, however, endorsing the Protestant relative neglect of 
tradition.71 believe that by taking into account some of the emphases found in 
Congar, Vanhoozer would strengthen his account internally, would hold out 
more hope of countering the relativist implications of the cultural-linguistic 
approach, and would create possibilities for ecumenical dialogue currently 
underdeveloped in his book.8 

For a proper understanding of the issues at stake, it may be helpful to keep 
in mind the various shades of meaning that the term tradition takes on in 
Congar's writing.9 First, he explains that the church fathers mostly use the term 

6 My focus in this article is the role of tradition. I will touch only tangentially on the issues of spir
itual interpretation and the role of the church. 

7 Congar's tvvo volumes—Essai historique (1960) and Essai théologique (1963)—were published in 
English translation in 1966 as one combined volume. 

8 Vanhoozer footnotes Congar once, in opposing a "theological justification for the authority 
of ongoing tradition" (DD 161 η. 43). 

9 Congar draws up similar, though slightly different, lists of various meanings of the word tradi
tion (TT 287-88,296-307; MT 45-46,127-28). TT is my abbreviation for Yves M.-J. Congar, Tradition 
and Traditions: The Biblical, Historical, and Theological Evidence for Catholic Teaching on Tradition, trans. 
Michael Naseby and Thomas Rainborough (San Diego: Basilica; Needham Heights, Mass.: Simon 
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to refer to the deposit of faith (depositimi fid-ei) itself, in which case it is a short
hand for the heart of the gospel, the rule of faith (regula fidei), that is to say, the 
apostolic faith that centers on God's act in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit 
(TT, 26-30). For Congar, it is clear that in this sense the contents of the tradi
tion—often referred to as Tradition with a capital Τ—is no different from the 
material contents of Holy Scripture (MT, 15), even though the means of trans
mission may be different—oral rather than written. Second, Congar maintains 
that this overall tradition is not transmitted in written form only, through 
Scripture as the most important element in this tradition, but also by means of 
oral tradition and through various liturgical practices and other forms of life in 
the church (TT, 28, 62). In other wxords, one and the same deposit of faith was 
handed down in the church both by means of oral and by means of written tra
dition. In this second shade of meaning, the focus is the method rather than 
the contents of transmission. Third, because Congar believes that the 
Scriptures need tradition for interpretation, he believes that the explanation of 
the faith deposit results in a development that may be described as growth: 
"[T]here is more in the ecclesial explanation (and, on occasion, in a 'defini
tion' of the extraordinary magisterium) than in the text of Scripture, under
stood at the purely philological and historical level" (TT, 267; cf. MT, 125) .10 It 
is on this understanding of tradition as the interpretation of Scripture that 
Congar builds his position on the development of doctrine. 

With regard to the second shade of meaning—that of the method of trans
mission—Congar points out the obvious but important truth that the oral 
transmission of the gospel both preceded and accompanied the writing of the 
New Testament Scriptures (TT, 5-6; MT, 16) and that sacraments, powers of 
ministry, customs, and liturgical rites were all realities that passed on the sub
stance of the Christian faith, at times without the apostolic writings referring to 
these realities in any detail (MT, 13,18-20). Thus, Congar emphasizes the frag
mentary and ad hoc character of the New Testament writings (MT, 19, 21, 34, 
103), and he reiterates that we would hardly have known amthing about the 
central rite of the Christian faith, the Eucharist, were it not for the difficulties 
that had arisen in the church of Corinth (MT, 103).n The result of this apos-

& Schuster. 1966). MT is rm abbreviation for Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, trans. A. N. 

Woodrow (San Francisco: Ignatius. 2004). This book, originally published in French in 1963, pre

sents much of the same material also found in Tradition and Traditions, but does so in a shorter and 

more clearly structured fashion. 

10 Congar is careful to add that the Scriptures remain normative and that, therefore, there is also 

"more in this source" than the magisterium and the Church "can fullv take in or express" (TT 267). 

11 The ad hoc character of the New Testament writings means, for Congar, that the Scriptures 

are simply one wa\ of passing on the apostolic faith. This ad hoc character also explains the New 

Testament references to the significance of tradition (e.g., Luke 1:2; 24:44-49; Acts 1:1-2; John 

14:26; 15:26; 16:13-15; 1 Cor 11:2, 23, 34; 1 Thess 4:1-2; 2 Thess 2:5,15; 2 Tim 1:13-14; 2:2: 2John 

12; Jude 3: see TT 8-22; MT 34-35,104). 
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tolic tradition, passed on largely by liturgical celebration, is more than a con
viction of particular opinions or propositions. It is what Congar calls the 
"Catholic spirit" (sensus catholicus) or the "mind of the church" (phronëma 
ekklësiastikon) : "It is the heritage of the Catholic communion, a heritage that is 
truly 'catholic' and total, which greatly surpasses the part that is recorded, and 
even more the part that we have understood and are capable of explaining" 
(MT, 33; cf. 78). For the church fathers, this traditional heritage included 
numerous practices not included in the Scriptures, but significant all the 
same.12 Because these apostolic and ecclesiastical traditions largely concerned 
practices rather than points of doctrine, Congar feels he is able to maintain 
that there is no material difference between the Scriptures and the unwritten 
traditions. He points out that later development of the various ecclesiastical 
traditions—the various institutions, rites, customs, and disciplines developed in 
the church—may or may not build directly on this original apostolic tradition 
in terms of their material contents.13 Thus, there are ecclesiastical practices in 
the church that do not have their origin in Scripture but that nonetheless have 
binding force in the church. Congar concludes that "there is not a single point 
of belief that the Church holds by tradition alone, without any reference to 
Scripture; just as there is not a single dogma that is derived from Scripture 
alone, without being explained by tradition" (MT, 39-40; cf. 42,106). 

Congar's acceptance of the material sufficiency of Scripture is unequivocal. 
For the church fathers, tradition, after all, simply passes on the contents of the 
Scriptures, that is to say, the gospel or the apostolic rule of faith (TT, 32; 
MT, 90). John Webster accurately captures Congar's intent by commenting: 

In telegraphic form, Congar's argument goes something like this: scripture 
is materially sufficient (everything the church needs can be found in it) but 
formally insufficient because not perspicuous apart from the activity of the 
Holy Spirit in communicating the Word in the life of the church. Scripture 
and tradition cannot be separated because inspiration and illumination 
form a single trajectory of the Spirit's action in communicating divine truth 
and generating a form of common life bound together by 'an exegetical tra
dition' ([TT,] 399).14 

12 Congar presents a list of passages from the church fathers and later Catholic authors to prove 
this point. He mentions the Lenten fast, certain baptismal and Eucharistie rites, infant baptism, 
prayer facing East, validity of baptism by heretics, certain rules for the election and consecration of 
bishops, the sign of the cross, prayer for the dead, and various liturgical feasts and rites (TT 50-64; 
MT 37-39). 

13 The now common distinction between apostolic Tradition (capital T) and ecclesiastical (or 
confessional) traditions (small t) is not identical to Congar's distinction between apostolic tradition 
and ecclesiastical traditions. With regard to the latter, he is not thinking of the numerous confes
sional or denominational traditions that exist, but of the various practices instituted by the Catholic 
magisterium. Congar does, however, also refer to the common distinction between Tradition and 
(confessional) traditions (MT 166). 

14 John Webster, "Purity and Plenitude: Evangelical Reflections on Congar's Tradition and 
Traditions," International Journal of Systematic Theobgy 7 (2005): 407. 



CALVIN THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL 

Scripture is sufficient in that the entire dogmatic contents of the faith can 
somehow be found there, either explicitly or implicitly.15 This means that 
Congar has precious little use for the idea that apostolic tradition is the trans
mission of truths of faith "handed down secretly through the ages, whispered 
in the ear" (TT, 64; cf. TT, 167, 286, 414; MT, 37) .16 Traditions that one could 
not trace back to the Scriptures always concerned only matters of liturgy, disci
pline, or custom (TT, 50-64, 379). When Trent spoke of the respective roles of 
Scripture and tradition, Congar explains how this pronouncement still allowed 
room for the view that Scripture is materially sufficient. An early draft had 
divided the gospel contents between Scripture and tradition, thereby effec
tively introducing two separate sources of revelation and denying the material 
sufficiency of Scripture.17 While this approach of the relationship between 
Scripture and tradition carried the day in the period following Trent, the coun
cil itself had refused to enshrine it, and Congar is at pains to deny it. 

Not only does Congar uphold the material sufficiency of Scripture, but he 
also maintains the greater value of Scripture when compared to the tradition. 
What he means to say here is that Scripture is inspired by the Spirit and so can 
function byway of verification and, where necessary, even byway of critique of 
the tradition. In a remarkably strong comment, Congar explains: 

Exactly the same value, therefore, should not be attributed to tradition and to 
the holy Scriptures, even if they are paid the same respect. The holy Scriptures 
have an absolute value that tradition has not, which is why, without being the 
absolute rule of every norm, like the Protestant scriptural principle, they are 
the supreme guide to which any others there are subjected. If tradition or the 
magisterium claimed to teach something contradicting the holy Scriptures, it 
would certainly be false, and the faithful ought to reject it [MT, 100]. 

15 Congar again presents a lengthy list of passages from the fathers and the Middle Ages, prov

ing that the\ held to the material sufficiency of Scripture (TT 107-16; cf. 379-82). He considers the 

difference with the Reformers to be that the latter insisted also on the formal sufficiency of 

Scripture (TT 116-17) and explains that while the Fathers and medieval theologians accepted the 

material sufficiency of Scripture, they affirmed that "Scripture by itself cannot adequately present 

its true meaning; it is only understood correcdy in the Church and in its tradition" (TT 117). 

16 Of course, the common Protestant charge is that Catholicism has de facto denied not just the 

formal but also the material sufficiency by the dogmas of papal infallibility, the immaculate con

ception of Mary, and Marys assumption. Here, Congar's argument seems at its most vulnerable, 

when he insists that these dogmas have not been defined independendy of Scripture and that they 

"either come from, or are based on, Scripture" (TT 64 η. 2; cf. MT 106). He repeatedly argues that 

b\ means of the "analogv of faith'" (Rom 12:6) it is possible ex post facto to see these doctrines as 

biblicalh possible and even necessary (TT 353, 391,406-9; MT 106.120,126,153). 

17 Congar is here referring to the famous "partim, . . partim" statement debated at (but not 

adopted bv) Trent, according to which the gospel was contained partly in the Holy Scriptures and 

partly in unwritten traditions. The actual text of Trent instead used the word et (TT 48, 164-69, 

411-12; MT 40-43). A. N. S. Lane refers to the once common Catholic position, which rejected the 

material sufficiency, of Scripture, as the "supplementarv view"' ("Scripaire. Tradition and Church: 

An Historical Sur\ey," Vox Evangelica 9 [1975] : 40-42, 45-47). 
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It is clear that while he does not believe that Scripture regulates the life of 
the church by itself, Congar does hold to a rather strong sense of the critical 
function of the canon over against the church. 

The only point on which Congar wishes to insist, vis-à-vis the Protestant 
Reformation, is the need for tradition in interpreting the Scriptures. He 
believes that in actual practice, this interpretive role of tradition is inescapable 
and is, therefore, practiced by Catholics and Protestants alike. He also points 
out that this role of tradition is beginning to receive acknowledgement, also 
among the latter (MT, 93-95). This interpretive role of tradition is important to 
Congar. He shows that for the early fathers, the apostolic tradition was, in fact, 
identical to the interpretation of the (Old Testament) Scriptures (TT, 30-31, 
63).18 The Scriptures, insists Congar, "do not surrender their meaning by the 
bare text" (MT, 91). When in Acts 8, Philip explained the Scriptures to the 
Ethiopian eunuch, Philip preached Jesus Christ to him: 'The content and 
meaning of Scripture was God's covenant plan, finally realized in Jesus (in his 
transitus) and in the Church" (TT, 69; cf. MT, 86) .19 For the Church Fathers— 
and here Congar mentions St. Irenaeus, in particular—the christological 
meaning of the Old Testament Scriptures becomes clear in and through the 
apostolic tradition (TT, 32; MT, 87). The early church fathers, therefore, 
regarded the question of the meaning of Scripture not simply as a matter of 
ascertaining authorial intent. One must go beyond the literal sense of Scripture 
to the typological reality—referring to Christ and to the church—that under
lies the Scriptures if one is to interpret them aright (TT, 69-85). The christo
logical focus, therefore, ought to be paramount in all interpretation. What is 
more, for the fathers, it is only the church and its magisterium that has the key 
to the interpretation of Scripture (TT, 33, 391-93) .20 As Congar quotes 
Irenaeus: "It is the presbyters who preserve our faith in a single God, Creator 
of everything; they who increase our love for the Son of God, Author of the 
economy of salvation; wTho explain the Scriptures to us without danger, without 
blaspheming God, without dishonouring the patriarchs, and without despis
ing the prophets."21 

It will be clear at this point that Congar has the highest regard for Scripture. 
So high is this regard, in fact, that some may wonder what, if any, are the dif
ferences at stake in the Catholic-Protestant divide. Congar senses, rightly, I 
believe, that the real issue concerns not so much Scripture itself as the question 

18 Lane refers to this as the "coincidence view" (Ibid., 39-40). 
19 Interestingly, Vanhoozer's excursus on Acts 8 (DD 116-20) is remarkably similar to Congar's 

approach. Both emphasize the role of apostolic tradition in the person of Philip, and both insist 
that apostolic tradition is, at heart, a christological reading of the Old Testament Scriptures. 

20 Congar points out that from the second centur\ onward, we have clear evidence that the 
Fathers regarded apostolic succession as guarantee of authentic interpretation (TT 36-38). 

21 Irenaeus, Against Heresies IY.36.5, as quoted in MT 88-89. 
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of how we overcome the gap between the canon and the church today.22 In 
other words, we have a twofold issue. The first concerns the interpretation of 
Scripture and, in particular, the role that tradition plays in this interpretation. 
We have already taken notice of Congar's insistence on the inescapability of the 
role of tradition in interpretation. The question here becomes: how can we be 
assured of faithful interpretation? Put differently: How strongly does God bind 
himself to the institution of the church (and to the magisterium) in its reading 
of the Scriptures? The second issue, intimately connected with the first, is the 
question of how much we can trust the church to have handed down over the 
centuries particular traditional apostolic practices (liturgical rites, ecclesiastical 
disciplines, and other customs) in a manner that is faithful to the original shape 
of these practices. 

This twofold question has all the more urgency in the light of the notion of 
the development of doctrine. For Congar, the tradition is a "living tradition,"23 

implying that it is not a simple conservation of the past. Indeed, the church's 
tradition is "full of inventions, of questions and initiative" (MT, 114). Develop
ment of doctrine is a matter of "creative invention" (MT, 117) .24 There is never 
"simply a repetition of the old." The repetition is "not in its former state" but is 
"deployed to reply to new problems," and thus uses "new resources drawn from 
a given period" (MT, 116-17). This is not to say there is not a continuing under
lying identity that remains the same, but Congar believes that the Holy Spirit 
ensures the "continual renewal and fertility within this given structure, which 
is guaranteed by a living and unchanging principle of identity7" (TT, 265) Ρ 

22 "Among the differences that remain between the Reformers and ourselves, the most decisive 
and radical does not arise from the conception of Scripture but of the Church" (MT 111). Lane 
comes to the same conclusion, arguing that discussions on Scripture and tradition cannot leave out 
the differences in ecclesiologv: "It is hard to discover any debate on Scripture and tradition where 
the motivating force has not been a difference concerning the current teaching of the church. For 
this reason, any historical study of the relation between Scripture and tradition will err and mislead 
to the extent to which it ignores the teaching role of the church" ("'Scripture, Tradition and 
Church,"'37). 

2 3 Congar traces the development of this notion in TT 189-96 (cf. TT 319). It flourished partic
ularly in the nineteenth-century Tubingen school off. A. Möhler (1796-1838), whose understand
ing of tradition clearly stamps that of Congar. See Elizabeth Teresa Groppe, Yves Cougars Theology 
of the Holy Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 40-43. 

24 Elsewhere, Congar slightly reverses himself, when he states that "living tradition" is "not cre
ative, but it is, in a sense, a source of Revelation—precisely because it contains and makes explicit 
things that it has alwavs held and practiced concretelv, but for which, in the beginning, there 
existed no written or verbal formulation" (MT 140). He also comments elsewhere that ''the Church 
invents nothing: she receives no new Revelation to alter or enrich the object of the saving faith" 
(MT154). 

25 For Congar, this renewal through tradition means neither a change in doctrine nor new rev
elation. Rather, this tradition is a progressive understanding of revelation and so a gradually unfold
ing disclosure of God's mystery, which draws out the implications of the deposit of faith (TT 267). 
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Yves Congar's Justification for the Ingredients 

Congar's insistence on the role of tradition in interpretation adds an ingre
dient to the recipe, which, as we will see, makes it somewhat different from that 
of X^anhoozer.26 Congar's ingredient does, of course, force us to deal with the 
important question of whether we can trust tradition to overcome the gap 
between the canon and the contemporary church. Does not this gap gainsay 
the emphatic place that tradition has, according to Congar? How can he possi
bly justify adding the ingredient of tradition into the mix? Congar maintains 
that this is justified because of the presence of the Holy Spirit in history.27 The 
author of a three-volume work on the Holy Spirit,28 Congar is troubled by the
ological developments that took place in the high and late Middle Ages, and 
that were consolidated in many ways in the period following the Council of 
Trent, in reaction to the Protestant Reformation.29 At the heart of these devel
opments, Congar notes a growing emphasis on the role of the magisterium of 
the Church viewed as separate from Scripture and tradition. 

This growing reification of the magisterium's authority was problematic, 
Congar believes, in several ways. First, it downplayed the Church's reliance on 
the Holy Spirit. For Congar, the Holy Spirit is the primary and transcendent 

2b I do not mean to suggest that Vanhoozer sees no role for tradition in the interpretation of 
Scripture. 

2T"The passage of time and the inevitable decay it involves, the diversities of men, countries and 
languages, with the oppositions these provoke—these are overcome only by the action of a 
supratemporal and supraterrestrial principle, the Holy Spirit" (TT 37). 

28 Congar's three volumes, published in French in 1979-1980, have been published in English 
as I Believe in the Holy Spint, trans. David Smith (1983; rpt. New York: Crossroad, 1997). For Congar's 
pneumatology, see Groppe, Yves Congar s Theology. 

29 Congar traces these developments to the eleventh-century Gregorian reforms, in which he 
argues that a transition took place "from an appreciation of the ever active presence of God to that 
of juridical powers put at the free disposal of, and perhaps even handed over as its property to, 'the 
Church,' i.e., the hierarchy" (TT 135; cf. 179). He maintains that St. Albert the Great (c. 1206-1280) 
and St. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225-1274) began to distinguish more sharph between the Spirit's 
inspiration of Scripture and God's later guidance of the Church (TT 93, 124, 130); thus distin
guishing more sharply God's involvement with Scripture from his involvement in the Church than 
had been customary before the thirteenth century. Congar points to Henry of Ghent's (c. 1217-
1293) disjunction between Scripture and church (TT 99). He points particularly to Duns Scotus (c. 
1266-1308) and William Ockham (c. 1285-1349), whose \iews encouraged a fideist acceptance of 
Church teaching (TT 99-100, 142). Next, he argues that in reaction to John Wycliffe's (c. 1324-
1384) separation between Scripture and church, theologians gradually moved to a position that 
readily accepted the existence of truths of faith that were not found in Scripture (TT 98). Finally, 
he maintains that in reaction to the Reformation, Catholicism moved from the Scripture-tradition 
duality to a Scripture-church duality, "with the emphasis, under the word 'Church,' very much on 
hierarchical authority, vested principally in papal authority" (TT 155). While he believes that Trent 
itself shied away from such a move, he argues that it is evident particularly in the post-Tridentine 
theologians (TT 178-83). Thus, significantly, Congar regards both the later Catholic position of two 
sources of revelation and the Protestant opposition to tradition as stemming from one and the 
same problem, i.e., the separation between Scripture and church. 

file:///iews


CALVIN THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL 

subject of tradition, while the magisterium of the hierarchy is merely the sec
ondary subject of tradition (TT, 314-46; MT, 51-72) .30 "The special task of the 
Spirit," insists Congar, "is to ensure that many different people down the cen
turies and scattered over the surface of the globe share in this unique form of 
truth and life" (MT, 53; cf. 159-61). For Congar, this means that the Spirit, as the 
"soul of the Church," will never fail, so that there is a "final indefectibility" on 
which we may count, although he is quick to add that this indefectibility does 
not imply "absolute impeccability" for the church (MT, 54-55; cf. TT, 312-13) .31 

Second, according to Congar, the centuries following the Council of Trent 
and Cardinal Bellarmine (1542-1621) witnessed Catholic theology becoming 
less concerned with the transmission of the tradition through the faithful, while 
paying at times exclusive attention to the role of the magisterium and so to the 
"legal and juridical aspect of codified tradition" (MT, 68-69). Slowiy but surely, 
the "rule of faith" came to be identified with the active tradition of the magis
terium rather than with the uncreated truth of divine revelation itself.32 For 
Congar, this point is important, because by opposing an identification of the 
magisterium as the rule of faith, he makes the point that the magisterium does 
not have any kind of autonomous power to define the tradition or to create the 
truth (TT, 188, 205, 269-70; MT, 81,152) ,33 The magisterium "is simply the ser-

30John Robinson righdy notes Congar's emphasis on the Holy Spirit ("Congar on Tradition," 
in Yves Congar: Theologian of the Church, ed. Gabriel Flynn [Louvain: Peeters; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005], 329-55). He uses this pneumatological emphasis to present a caricature of 
Congar's overall position, suggesting that it necessarily leads "to some sort of process theology" 
(335) and positing a theological link between Congar and liberal Catholicism (355). His argument 
is based on Congar's statement that tradition "is not primarily to be defined by a particular mater
ial object, but by the act of transmission" (331). From this statement, Robinson deduces that for 
Congar there is an essence to Christian tradition, "in abstraction from any content whatsoever" 
(332), and that he is unwilling "to lay anv emphasis on the truth that language is an indispensable 
element in the communication of revelation" (351). I am not sure how Robinson can arrive at 
such an uncharitable reading. He overlooks Congar's consistent emphasis on "the entirety of the 
faith or of Christian teaching" as the material contents of tradition (TT 23). Nowhere does he sug
gest that it is possible to have the act of transmission apart from its contents. He merely distin
guishes them in order to clarín' the various meanings of the word tradition. 

31 What is more, Congar insists—against Möhler—that the Church is not a continued incarna
tion. The link between Church and Spirit is a covenantal one ( IT 345). Thus, "this Church in 
which the Spirit dwells, which is animated and assisted by him, is only assured of his presence if it 
remains within the framework of the covenant and in order that it may faithfully preserve the struc
tures of the covenant" (TT 344). 

32 Congar criticizes in particular his contemporary, L. Billot, for distinguishing between the 
object of faith (i.e., tradition) and the rule of faith (i.e., the magisterium's activity of transmitting 
the tradition) (ΊΤ 210-13, 331; MT 69). 

3 3 Cf. Congar's comment: "It is not possible to justify, by a sensus fidei or a charism of the mag
isterium which are practically autonomous, the definition as de fide of truths which are not really 
present in revelation and Tradition; moreover, the Catholic magisterium has always affirmed that 
it defines nothing not contained therein. If that is so, this affirmation must be honoured and its 
consequences taken very seriously" ( I T 337). 
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vant, the purveyor of the rule," while it acts with authority that comes from God 
(MT, 70). The magisterium, therefore, always needs to sift and evaluate care
fully what belongs to the tradition and what does not. The criterion that ought 
to guide this process, Congar insists, is the Vincentian canon (i.e., the "mark of 
unanimity"), which the magisterium can discern by relying also on the exper
tise of the theologians of the church (MT, 71-72) .34 

Finally, Congar wishes to reassert the role of the faithful (TT, 323-28). He 
observes a move away from the sensus fidelium as a source for the discernment 
and development of tradition to the role of the magisterium in discerning and 
determining authentic tradition. Where St. Thomas Aquinas still spoke of tra
dition per successionem fidelium, Congar believes that later Catholics too easily 
ignored that the Spirit uses the lives of the faithful to transmit the tradition: 
'The whole of Christianity is contained in a sign of the cross; no theory of the 
Redemption expresses half as much as a simple crucifix hung on a wall, erected 
as a wayside shrine or put on a tomb or altar.... This is why mere believers can 
transmit the whole of tradition even when they are quite ignorant of the ter
minology and subtleties of dogma" (MT, 74) .3δ 

Vanhoozer and Congar: Comparing Recipes 

As we have seen, a central plank of Vanhoozer's dramatic platform is the 
recovery the notion of sola scriptum, a notion that Congar fairly categorically 
rejects.36 The recipes of Vanhoozer and Congar are nonetheless not as different 
as they may seem. Vanhoozer is careful in his description of the meaning of sola 
scriptum. He recognizes that heretics inevitably issue their subjectivist appeals 
to sola scriptum (DD, 61,123), and he insists that sola scriptum does not mean 
"the text in itself' (DD, 141; cf. 232). As an expert in hermeneutics, he is well 

3 4 Although Congar is keen to insert a pneumatological correction into the Catholic under

standing of tradition, he does not thereby mean to ignore the role of the magisterium and of the 

institution of the Church. This is precisely where he believes the Reformation departed from the 

early Church's approach. The Reformation, he insists, "failed to distinguish between the historical 

accretions that needed reforming and the divine institution, which should have been respected as 

such" (MT 62). The result was the Protestant emphasis on the individual and his or her faith 

response to the Bible (MT 62). With regard to the notions of revelatw, inspiratw, and suggestw, as well 

as the notions of scriptum sacra and divina pagina, Congar points out that until the sixteenth century, 

these terms were not just used of the Bible but to some degree also of the fathers, councils, popes, 

and theologians (TT 91-93, 119-37). At the same time, Congar himself welcomes the distinction 

between the Holy Spirit's assistance of the magisterium, on which it may rely, and the Spirit's inspi

ration of the Bible, which the magisterium does not share (TT 174-76, 208-9,314; MT 71,99). 

3 5 Congar criticizes specifically his contemporary, A. Goupil, for his reduction of the role of the 

faithful to that of obedience to the magisterium (TT 326 η. 1; MT 75). 

3 6 Congar opposes any principle of sola scriptura as untenable (TT 168), though he later indi

cates he is willing to acknowledge it "in the sense of a material sufficiency of canonical Scripture"' 

(TT 410). 
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aware that tradition is unavoidable in any interpretation, and thus he is not out 
to discard tradition as an interpretive lens.37 All he means to say with sola scrip
tum is that Scripture, and not tradition, is the ultimate norm and that the 
church can err (DD, 232-33) .38 Sola scriptum means that scripture is the pri
mary or "norming norm" (norma normans) and that tradition is only a sec
ondary or "normed norm" (norma normata) (DD, 234).39 In short, for 
Vanhoozer sola scrip tura means the assertion of Scripture's material suffi
ciency, along with the denial of ecclesial infallibility. 

Interestingly, we have already seen that Congar is quite willing, and even 
eager, to acknowledge Scripture's material sufficiency, and, as a result, is quite 
ready to accept that all the church's teachings must be tested against the 
supreme norm of the Scriptures, which are of greater value than the interpre
tive tradition.40 Thus, Congar works with a distinction similar to that between 
norma normans and norma normatawhen he states that traditions "are decisions 
that become norms under certain conditions, still to be defined, and that are 
not formally contained in the Scriptures" (MT, 127; cf. TT, 188,205). Even with 
regard to what Vanhoozer views as the other defining aspect of sola scriptum, 
the infallibility of the church, he holds a fair bit in common with Congar. As we 
have seen, Congar is not afraid to criticize some of the more significant devel
opments in the Catholic Church since the high and late Middle Ages, and he 
does not believe that the church's infallibility implies that it is sinless. The con
nection between the Spirit and the church is merely a covenantal bond, with all 
the weaknesses that this implies with regard to human faithfulness.41 

Vanhoozer's and Congar's recipes share numerous additional ingredients. 
Both insist on the role of creativity or, put differently, of Spirit-guided imagina-

37 That is to say. \ anhoozer opposes the Anabaptist and all too common evangelical rejection 
of all tradition (which Allster E. McGrath has termed "tradition 0"; see his Reformation Thought: An 
Tntioduction. 3d ed. [Maiden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1999], 154-57). 

38 Sola scriptum is not "an abstract principle" but refers to "the practice of corresponding in 
one's speech and action to the word of God" (DD 16). 

30 Interestingly, the primary role assigned to Scripture allows Catholic theologian, Thomas 
Guarino, to write that most Catholic theologians "accept the phrase sola Scriptum" ("Catholic 
Reflections on Discerning the Truth of Sacred Scripture," in Your Word Is Truth: A Project of 
Evangelicals and Catholics Together, ed. Charles Colson and Richard John Neuhaus [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002], 96). To be sure, the question of the infallibility of the Church remains a sticking 
point. Even so, an anti-Catholic polemical insistence on sola scriptum would be out of place today, 
in view of the developments that nouvelle théologie, in particular, has set in motion in the Catholic 
Church. 

40 For \ anhoozer's insistence that Scripture is the ultimate norm and that Scripture holds a crit
ical function over against the Church, see DD 152.164, 229. 

41 To be sure—and this is a significant point of difference—Congar does uphold the infallibil
ity of conciliar teachings and the 1950 definition of papal infallibility. 
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tion, to the point of using remarkably similar language.42 This Spirit-guided 
imagination means both for Vanhoozer and for Congar that the Scriptures 
must not simply be read in a historical or literal fashion but require typological 
or figurative exegesis that does justice to the newness that has come in Christ 
and through the church (DD, 21, 102, 119, 221-24, 250-51; TT, 69-85). Such 
imaginative, typological reading of Scripture lies at the basis of the possibility7 of 
doctrinal development. The result is that Vanhoozer rather unambiguously 
embraces the notion of development of doctrine, speaking of the "meaning 
potential" of the biblical text (DD, 352-53). He introduces the notion of devel
opment of doctrine without much fanfare, but its acceptance is surely signifi
cant for an evangelical theologian, and it impacts the way in which Vanhoozer 
frames the notion of sola scrip tura. His understanding of interpretation is such 
that he speaks of the "improvisory play of word and Spirit in newT contexts 
wiiereby the church seeks to render and respond to the same divine judgments 
preserved in canonical discourse in newT contextual situations and with new-
conceptual forms" (DD, 353).43 We could be forgiven for thinking we were 
reading Congar rather than Vanhoozer! 

Despite these similarities, Vanhoozer's overall aim is to restore sola scrip tura 
to its rightful place. The reason for this is clearly his uneasiness with the cul
tural-linguistic tradition-based approach of Frei and Lindbeck and others. He 
certainly has my sympathies in his reluctance to embrace their "ethnographic" 
approach to theolog)7. Because Vanhoozer does not deal with Catholic theol
ogy, the book does not alert us to the fact that there are some profound differ
ences between Lindbeck and Congar, between the postliberal school and the 
nouvelle school. First, Congar does not fall prey to the Wittgensteinian reduc
tion of meaning to cultural constructs. As we have seen, it is precisely the Holy 
Spirit—himself in no way a linguistic construct44—who propels tradition into 
being and is the guarantee of its faithfulness to the divine rule of faith, to the 
Scriptures, and ultimately to the triune God himself. In other words, for 
Congar, communal narratives do not get reduced to purely historical or imma
nent traditions. Doctrines, maintains Congar, are reflective of transcendent, 
metaphysical realities that the church perceives by means of the divine process 

42 The "creativity" language is similar in both authors. Vanhoozer's notion (going back to Paul 
Ricoeur) of "ipse-identity" or "soft" identity (over against "idem-identity" or "hard" identity) in 
speaking of the later development of tradition is similar to Congar's idea of what we might term 
"nonidentical repetition" (in Congar's words, repetition "not in its former state'"; MT 116). 

43 Again, when we hear that Vanhoozer's "Performance I interpretation develops the potentials 
in the text" (DD 352-53), we are a mere hairbreadth from Congar, who readily acknowledges that 
all tradition does is to draw out "the implications of the deposit of faith," which are all contained 
in Scripture (TT 267). 

44 I am thinking here of Walter Brueggemann's disturbing notion that ultimately even God's 
character "depends on the utterance of the Israelites or, derivatively, the utterance of the text" 
(quoted from DD 96). Vanhoozer rightly perceives that this is the necessary consequence of the 
grammatical rule theory of doctrine. 
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of tradition.45 There is no "social constructivist" \iewT of doctrine in nouvelle 
théologie or in Catholic doctrine in general. Congar never reduces doctrinal 
meaning to "rules of grammar" without objective denotation. 

Second, Congar's high ecclesiology allows him to recognize a role for the 
magisterium, wiiich tends to be downplayed in the "performance interpreta
tion" of Frei and Lindbeck. Performance interpretation, which Vanhoozer 
dubs "Performance II," places meaning in community use, thereby privileging 
community use (performance) over the text (script) (DD, 166). Their "empha
sis on the community's use of the biblical text," Vanhoozer comments, "tends 
to obscure the question of God's use of the text" (DD, 175). Vanhoozer, there
fore, advocates Performance I, which regards the Church's performance as the 
creative response to the authoritative biblical script (DD, 179-82). I believe this 
accusation of obscuring God's use of the text is a fair one with regard to the 
postliberal understanding of the ecclesial use of the biblical text. Thus, 
Vanhoozer rightly points to the Spirit as "the divine auctor who invests the 
canon with divine auctontas" (DD, 177). 

So, Vanhoozer is right to question the lack of divine warrant and authority 
in the postliberal appeals to tradition. However, this does not mean that any 
sort of appeal to normative tradition is necessarily out of place. The question 
remains whether the Spirit is only auctor saipturae or whether he also functions 
in some significant way as auctor traditionis.46 If indeed Scripture is a monu
ment—the most significant one, to be sure—of the tradition, and if we are to 
retain any sort of ecclesial doctrinal authority at all, then it seems to me that the 
only way to do so is by means of a reliance on the Holy Spirit. We must refer 
back to the Spirit as being at work both in the inspiration of the Scriptures and 

45 Vanhoozer's attempt to stay clear not onlv of the cultural linguistic view of doctrine, but also 
of propositionalism, leads to repeated negative assessments of metaphysics (DD 49,85,270, 335 η. 
87; though note the positive reference to metaphysics on p. 342). As a result, he ends up with a plea 
for an epistemologica! "postfoundationalism" (DD 291-305). This appears to be a compromise 
be Uveen two extremes, both of which Vanhoozer rightlv wishes to avoid. I am not convinced that 
the compromise is helpful at this point. To the extent that we do not fall into relativism (as I believe 
is the case for Lindbeck et al.), we necessarily operate with metaphysical foundations, λ anhoozer 
operates on the basis of sola scrip tura (with some appreciation for the role of tradition), while 
Congar operates on the threefold basis of Scripture, tradition, and the Church (TT 37-38,41,414, 
419-24; MT 124). It seems to me that in the face of postmodern relativism, we are in dire need of a 
Christian metaphysic, one that links Scripture and tradition with the triune God as its source. From 
personal conversation, I understand that Vanhoozer is certainly open to this understanding of 
metaphysics, and that, in fact, he is currently writing on the doctrine of God as implied in The 
Drama ofDoctnne. It is my hope that this next volume will set out a Christian metaphysic that displays 
a more Congarian understanding of divine tradition and its role in interpretation. 

4 6 To be sure, Vanhoozer recognizes the Spirit's activity in the history of the church (DD 199-
203) and points to "what God has done in Jesus Christ" as the criterion for discerning genuine tra
dition (DD 199). While I believe this to be essentially correct, this criterion needs further 
elaboration in terms of the respective roles of the sensus fidelium and the magisterium. In other 
words, the christological criterion cannot function independently from the ecclesial criterion. 
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in assisting the development of doctrine in the church's tradition. The only 
alternative, I would think, is an immanentist relativism that relies on purely 
human assertion and counter-assertion. 

There are places where Vanhoozer agrees to such a positive value of tradi
tion, and—as we have seen—even accepts the (secondary) normative charac
ter of tradition.47 Nonetheless, in opposition to the postliberal use of tradition, 
he makes at times bold comments that appear to play off Scripture against tra
dition and against the church and that seem to minimize the Spirit's role in tra
dition.48 The difference between Vanhoozer and Congar is perhaps most 
evident when Vanhoozer describes the way in which he believes we can over
come the "historical and cultural gap" between the biblical authors and our 
own context. As we have seen, Congar appeals to the Spirit as providing conti
nuity7 throughout the tradition. In contrast, Vanhoozer posits several direct 
links between Scripture and our own context, without at this point mentioning 
the role of tradition.49 If I am not mistaken, he means to say that the Spirit con
fronts believers with the Scriptures each time anew7. As a result, it is difficult to 
avoid the impression that believers need to jump the chronological gap 
between the horizon of their own context and that of the Scriptures. I am not 
sure how this fits with Vanhoozer's acknowledgement of the role that tradition 
inevitably plays in our reading of the Scriptures. Moreover, such a practice 
would not result in a true development of doctrine. The best way forward for 
\7anhoozer, it would seem, is a more robust affirmation of the role of tradition. 
This would still allow him to retain his polemic against the misuse of tradition 

4 7 \ anhoozer acknowledges, therefore, that the rule of faith and tradition has a significant role 

to play (DD 233), and he emphasizes the importance of creedal theologv ("masterpiece theater") 

and of confessional theology (''regional theater") (DD 449-53). 

4 8 At the root of the issue, I think, lies too sharp a disjunction between script (canon) and per

formance (tradition). The result is that scientia gets associated with textual exegesis and sapienha 

with contextual deliberation (DD 325). It seems to me that tradition plays an important role in 

both elements. For example, Vanhoozer agrees with Paul C. McGlasson that the canon "is now the 

one true basis for the scholarship of the church... the one and only link in the present to the true 

confessing heritage of the church in the past" (DD 148-49). Using a play on the regula fidei. 

\ anhoozer refers to the canon as the "'Rule of Fit" (DD 259). As we have seen, for the church fathers 

and medie\al theologians, it was not the Bible, but the gospel—the depositum fidei—that was the 

rule of faith. This rule of faith was summarized in a variety of ways, though invariably in a trinitar-

ian fashion (see TT 26-30; see also D. H. Williams, Retrieving the Tradition and Reneimng 

Evangelicalism: A Pnmer for Suspicious Protestants [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999], 87-97). The rule 

of faith thus preceded the canon, and served as one important element in the recognition of par

ticular books in the Church's canon (see Craig D. Allert, A High Vieiu of Scripture? Biblical Authority 

and the Formation oftheXew Testament Canon [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007] ). Vanhoozer's 

reference to the canon as the Rule of Fit illustrates Congar's point that over time Scripture and 

Church (magisterium) have become separated, with Protestants focusing on the canon as the rule 

of faith, and with Catholics assigning this role to the magisterium. 

4 9 λ anhoozer points to three factors: (1) Christians share a common Spirit; (2) as with the early 

church, so we find ourselves in between the first and second coming of Christ; and (3) apprecia

tion of the text's literary genre allows us to overcome historical distance (DD 331). 
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in postliberalism, and it would have the added benefit of bringing his under
standing of tradition more in line with his insistence on creativity, imagination, 
and development of doctrine. 

Still, the question may remain: how, then, are we to avoid the solipsism of a 
tradition that is unable to look beyond itself for authority, as is the case in 
postliberal sectarianism and, Vanhoozer seems to imply, is also the case in 
Catholicism? First, I believe it is important to affirm with Vanhoozer—but also 
with Congar—the critical function of the Scriptures over against the Church. 
Church authorities do not have the mandate either to define doctrine that runs 
counter to the Scriptures or to invent new truths—again, a point acknowledged 
both by \ranhoozer and by Congar. The difficulty remains, of course, the deter
mination of whether or not particular points of doctrine—for example, papal 
infallibility, the immaculate conception of the Virgin, and her assumption—are 
novel inventions or can rightlv be traced back to the apostolic truth of the 
Scriptures. As a Protestant, I am not at ease with Congar's clarifications on this 
point. At the same time, I am troubled not to find in Vanhoozer a more robust 
affirmation of the magisterium's duty to preserve doctrine, to make judge
ments, and to pronounce doctrinal definitions of the faith. I would be 
delighted if Vanhoozer's next book were on ecclesiology!50 We need the recog
nition, universal among the fathers, that the canon is the church's canon, and 
that therefore the church and her magisterium set authoritative parameters 
and make authoritative pronouncements about the interpretation of the 
Scriptures and so about Christian doctrine.51 

\ anhoozer escapes the pitfalls both of fundamentalist propositionalism and 
of cultural-linguistic relativism. He does so while holding the Bible firmly with 
both hands, believing that a static propositionalism causes the pie to burn and 
afraid that the cultural shifts of postliberalism will make it collapse. His analysis 
is right, on both counts. In the end, however, I do have my questions about 
Vanhoozer's tertium quid. My hesitation comes in precisely where he most 
strongly emphasizes the need for creativity, improvisation, and development. 
These elements, when Spirit guided, are invaluable. As Vanhoozer wTell knows, 
however, where they are not directed by the Spirit, they take on all the prob-

5 0 This would go some way to rebut Congar's charge regarding "the absence in Protestant 

thought of a genuine ecclesiology" (TT 422). John Webster counters the charge by insisting that 

"Protestant ecclesiology is not absent; it is just different" ("'Purity and Plenitude," 410). This maybe 

true to a degree, but it seems clear to me that evangelicals, in particular, need to take the Church 

more seriously than they generally do. 

5 1 \ anhoozer is rightlv apprehensive of the subjectivism and relativism inherent in the postlib

eral position. His affirmation of propositional truths is no doubt meant to counter such problems. 

Again, however. I am a litde nervous about λ anhoozer's mediating position. We need authoritative, 

external boundaries to avoid the danger of erroneous individual interpretations of Scripture, to 

which \ anhoozer righdy and repeatedlv alludes. In other words, my question is whether and how 

Λ anhoozer believes the church can set boundaries to heretical teaching. Any such boundary setting 

would seem to me to draw both tradition and the magisterium into the interpretive process. 
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lematic characteristics of the modern or postmodern self. A "directive theory 
of doctrine" only has sufficient moral fiber when the norms of a tradition-based 
interpretation of Scripture are handed downi within an authoritative ecclesial 
context, in the faith and hope that the Spirit is the guide of the Church's tra
dition. In other words, while I have every confidence in Vanhoozer's personal 
position within our current cultural context, my question is whether the com
bination of the canonical aspect (representing the propositionalist interests) 
and the linguistic aspect (representing the postliberal interests) in the tide of 
Vanhoozer's book would, in practice, allow7 us to cave in too easily to the rela
tivism of the cultural linguistic approach. 

Is Vanhoozer's book perhaps just a little too creative, a little too novel? Does 
the recipe contain enough elements to withstand the relativism implied in the 
cultural-linguistic turn in theology? Over against his propositionalist evangeli
cal dialogue partners, is the recipe perhaps not quite daring enough, not quite 
novel enough? A turn to Yves Congar's nouvelle théologie may wrell provide 
Vanhoozer with the one ingredient of which I believe he needs a little more if 
the pie is neither to burn nor to collapse. With a good dose of tradition added, 
I would say we could not wish for better pumpkin pie. 
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