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and, w hat is more, had a great deal of 
appreciation for them.

C ongar has a way of dissolving false 
dilemmas w ith regard to the Scripture^ 
tradition relationship. O ne of the things 
he makes clear is th a t in an im portan t 
sense, trad itio n  is simply the  chu rch ’s 
authoritative in terpretation of Scripture 
itself. T h a t  is to  say, he d o esn ’t see 
Scripture and trad ition  as two separate 
sources of rev e la tio n , th e  way 1 had  
always been  taugh t C a tho lics look at 
things. In o ther words, he doesn’t take 
some doctrines (for example, original sin) 
from the Bible, while arguing th a t other 
doctrines (for example, the im m aculate 
conception of Mary) came from some kind 
of secret trad ition , com pletely separate 
from Scripture. No, for Congar Scripture 
itself is the ultimate norm of authority in 
the church; and tradition, you could say, is 
simply the way in which people interpreted 
Scripture over the centuries.

Now, just in  case th is tem pts some 
people to sta rt reading Congar, 1 don’t 
suggest to  s ta r t  w ith  Tradition  and  
Traditions. It’s a bit of a cumbersome and 
repetitive book. To get the basic argument, 
it’s much better to go to a smaller and much 
better structured book called The Meaning 
٠/ Tradition.3 1 th in k  th a t book’s a little 
gem. Now around the same time— perhaps 
partially through the reading of Congar— I 
stumbled across a small essay by Henri de 
Lubac called “Spiritual Understanding.” It 
is a basic essay, in which de Lubac outlines 
why he doesn’t th ink  historical exegesis is 
enough, and why he believes that the pre-

” ----------------------------------------------------

n th is short essay, 1 would like to 
introduce some of the main ideas that 
motivate and underlie my recent book, 
Heavenly Participationd First, 1 will 
present some of the background to 
this book— how it is tha t the various 

 bits of the argument made their way م
into the final product. 1 figure that usually 
one can tell quite a bit about a book if one 
know s w h at it is that motivated the author 
to write it and why he has w ritten in the 
particular way th a t he has. Then, on the 
assum ption th a t the  front cover of the 
book tells the reader what it’s all about, 1 
thought it might also be helpful if I related 
something both about the artwork on the 
cover and about each of the main words in 
the title.

Background to Heavenly Participation
First, then , the  background. A bout 

eleven years ago, when 1 was teaching at 
Trin ity  W estern U niversity in Langley, 
1 jo ined  a few friends and  colleagues 
in  a n  e c u m e n ic a l  r e a d in g  g ro u p , 
m ade up of ev an g e lica ls , C a th o lic s , 
and O rthodox, a group th a t we called 
“Faradosis” (Tradition). One of the books 
th a t we discussed during our inform al 
conversations was Yves Congar’s Tradition 
and Traditions.2 T h a t huge tome, w ritten 
by a twentieth׳ century French Dominican 
theologian, was impressive to me not just 
in its scholarship but also in the opening 
th a t it created, for C atho lic-P ro testan t 
dialogue. As a Frotestant, 1 sensed tha t 1 
was in the presence of a Catholic scholar 
who tru ly  u n d ersto o d  non^C ath o lics
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his book Scripture in the Tradition.6 How, 
th a t title may be a bit deceptive. It may 
give the impression tha t the book is about 
Scripture and tradition, or about the way 
people looked at Scripture in the history 
of the church. It isn’t really about either. 
W hat this book does this: it explains how 
people interpreted Scripture in the Middle 
Ages, and it puts up a defense of what de 
Lubac calls “spiritual interpretation” over 
against a purely h isto rica l approach to 
im erpretation. T ha t book, Scripture in the 
Tradition, really began to shift my thinking 
abou t how  to  read S crip tu re . From a 
different angle th a n  Congar, de Lubac, 
too, conveyed to me th e  im portance of 
reading Scripture through the lens of the 
church and the church’s tradition.

So w hen  in  2007 R egen t C ollege 
graciously gave me a year-long sabbatical, 
1 thought I should investigate both Congar 
and de Lubac in  some more detail and 
I should look at o thers in  th is group of 
nouvelle théologie, as well. I wanted to know 
why ft is th a t they, as theologians in the 
m odern age, thought a ressourcement, or a 
retrieval, of pre-modern theology might be 
so beneficial to us. The result was a book 
called Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental 
O ntology, w hich , dep en d in g  on  your 
disposition, you may either find terribly 
boring or an  in teresting  labyrin th  th a t 
follows along a whole bunch of C atholic 
thinkers of the n ineteen th  and tw entieth 
centuries.؟ It’s more of an academic book, 
and while I certainly did pour my heart 
into it, I do realize tha t it’s not a book that 
everyone will want to read. (Besides, the 
price is so exorbitant tha t many probably 
wouldn’t buy the book even if they were 
interested.)

In any case, by the time I was finished 
my research on nouvelle théologie, I had 
read lots of m aterial no t only from Yves 
C ongar and  H enri de Lubac, bu t also 
ffom C ongar’s teacher, Marie-Dominique 
C henu; and I had  read students of de 
Lubac, such as H ans Urs von Balthasar, 
Jean  D aniélou, and H enri B ouillard. I 
won’t go in to  all of them  in  th is essay,

modern tradition, with their typology, their 
allegory, their four-fold interpretation, still 
.  has som ething to say to  us 

today. W hat I didn’t know at 
the time was th a t de Lubac, 
a lo n g  w ith  C o n g a r  an d  
others, was part of a group 
of F rench  C a th o lic s  who 

, had caused quite the uproar
theomians wanted in  the C atholic  C hurch  in

/  / .  /  th e  m id-tw entieth  century.
to 06 anything out I d id n ’t know  abou t th is

The theologians 
that we today 
know as nouvelle

to engage in a 
ressourcement, a 
retrieval, ofthe 
pre-modern ־¿محس 
tion— the church

fathers, ممد
theology— in the 
face ofwhat they 
saw as afar too 
strictly rational 
approach to 
theohgy thathad 
come ؛٠  dominate 
Catholicism, espe- 
ciallyinthelate 
nineteenth and

As an  aside, th e  te rm  
n o u v e lle  théo lo g ie  is a 
rea l m isnom er, since th e  
theo log ians th a t we today 
know as nouvelle theologians 
w a n te d  to  be a n y th in g  
but new. T hey  w anted  to 
engage in a ressourcement, a 
retrieval, of the pre-modern 
t r a d i t i o n — th e  c h u r c h  
fathers, medieval theology—  
in the face of what they saw 
as a far too strictly rational 
approach to  theology th a t 
h a d  com e to  d o m in a te  
C atholic ism , especially in  
th e  la te  n in e te e n th  and  
twentieth centuries.

A nyw ay, as facu lty  at 
T rin ity  W estern, we would 
sometimes have discussions 
on  how theology  and  the  
Bible fit together, and for 
one of those discussions, 1 
prepared a paper using this 
essay by de Lqbac. Later, I 
s tarted  to read some of de 
L ubac’s o th e r  scho larsh ip  

, ٠ on  th e  h isto ry  of b ib lical
twentieth centuries, interpretation. Also here, for
٦  a first foray into de Lubac, I

don’t suggest th a t one begin 
w ith his massive four-volume ط0ءله  called 
Medieval Exegesis, or w ith  his recently  
translated book on Origen, called History 
and Spirit.5 By far the best place to start is

- J L
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what they are retrieving from the earlier 
tradition, namely, what I’ve called in the 
title of this essay a “sacramental tapestry.”
A nd  while -to me it was by now pre tty  
clear why these nouvelle theologians had 
captured my im agination, my first book 
really didn’t make that clear. And by simply 
expounding th e ir theology 
one more tim e— even if it 
was in a bit more of a popular 
way— I still wouldn’t get the 
message through as to why 
th is “sacram ental tapestry” 
was so im p o rtan t. T h a t ’s 
why m ost of th e  first p a rt 
of this new book, Heavenly
Participation, doesn’t just zero , . .
in on nouvelle théologie itself. th C T H S e lv e S . ] \C lth 6 T ) 
Instead, what 1 do there is (1) 
clarify what a “sacram ental 
tapestry” is, and (2) explain 
why th is  is c u ltu ra lly  so 
important today.

ا،هءآه،؛/»مما
excitedabout 

nouvelle théologie 
wasn’tjust because 
ofthese theologians

rmfascinated 
by what they are 

retrievingfrom the 
earlier tradition, 

namely, w h atl’ve 
called in the title 

ofthisessaya 
“sacramental 

tapestry.”

The Cultural Significance 
oînouvelle théologie

W ith th a t last point, ؟he 
cu ltu ra l im portance, 1 ١̂١١ 
really touch ing  on w hat 1 
th ink  is the most im portant 
t h i n g  a b o u t  n o u v e l l e  
théologie. I t’s no t so m uch 
th e  ind iv idual theological 
notions, though 1 do th in k  
t h e y ’re  in d i s p e n s a b le .
Rather, it’s the po ten tial of 
this sacramental approach to reality to be 
able to shape, or ra ther to re-shape, our 
cu ltural heritage. Let me unpack th is a 
little bit. In his book, Introducing Radical 
Orthodoxy, my friend James K. A. Sm ith 
talks about theological developments in 
the late Middle Ages tha t affected not just 
theology itself, but that led to a whole new 
cultural constellation of ideas and realities. 
Smith speaks of

a paradigm shift in Western cul׳ 
ture tha t gave birth to remarkably 
new, quite unparalleled accounts 
of the world and social relation-

but let me just say that as an  evangelical 1 
have been so impressed by the resonances 
th a t I felt w ith these C atholic thinkers. 
Here they were, often bravely resisting the 
rationalistic tendencies of the dom inant 
C atholic school of thought, almost all of 
them  losing their jobs as a result of their 
w riting  and teaching , and nonetheless 
persisting while submitting to the church's 
discipline w hen it came. A nd  n o t only 
were they persisting, but they were actually 
making an  im p a c t-su c h  an impact th a t 
w hen the Second Vatican C ouncil came 
around in 1 6 2 و , it was these theologians 
th a t shaped in  m any ways some of the 
m ain  docu m en ts  o f th e  C o u n cil, for 
exam ple the  docum ent on  th e  church  
(Lumen Gentium) and the docum ent on 
Scripture and trad ition  (Dei Verbum). I 
couldn’t help but th in k  if it’s true th a t 
th ese  th eo lo g ian s  rep re sen t in  some 
ways the official position of the C atholic 
C hurch , if these theö logians con tinue  
to  shape C atholic  theology today, then  
much of what 1 always used to th ink  about 
C atholicism  no longer quite holds. Yes, 
we may still have disagreements, but on a 
number of major issues, we would actually 
be a lot closer together than  1 would have 
ever thought possible.

T h e  b o o k  th a t  cam e o u t o f my 
sabbatical was, as I said, a rather technical 
book. Two dear colleagues, Richard ٧٥٧١٢ 
ffom Fuller Sem inary and our own John 
Stackhouse, bo th  suggested 1 should also 
publish a more popular version. Now 1 must 
confess I was somewhat hesitant at first. 1 
frankly wasn’t sure how 1 would pull that 
off. But the more 1 thought about it, the 
more 1 became excited about the idea. The 
only thing was, 1 didn’t want to focus just 
on nouvelle théologie. After all, the reason 
was excited ־1  abou t nouvelle théologie 
wasn’t just because of these theologians 
themselves. I could have studied some of 
the seventeenth-century Caroline divines 
instead, or the Oxford Movement, or T.S. 
Eliot, or C.S. Lewis. It’s not thehistorical· 
figures them selves th a t  I ^ ٥١ m ostly  
intrigued with. Rather, I’m fascinated by

”־
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th a t social arrangements, political ideals, 
and econom ic models are also regarded 
as neutral. W hat really allows us to live 
together in  society, so we th in k , is the  
common, neutral terrain of purely natural 
realities.

Second, not only do we now regard the 
natural order as neutral, but we inevitably 
also th ink  of it as strictly autonomous. T hat 
is to say, these neutral public realities do 
n o t depend-—or so we th in k — on the  
supernatural. After all, if natural realities 
are self-enclosed, th e n  they m ust also 
function in a fully self-enclosed fashion. 
A ny so rt o f purposes th a t  we m igh t 
construe in  politics or econom ics have 
n o th in g  to  do w ith  th e  su p e rn a tu ra l 

. end of the beatific vision. W hen we talk  
about heaven, or about the beatific vision, 
we’re talk ing  about private ideas, about 
Sunday stuff. But when we talk about the 
national debt or about econom ic trade 
arrangem ents, th en  we’re talk ing about 
the Monday-to-Friday stuff, about neutral, 
public life, which is quite independent and 
autonomous from any sort of perspective 
th a t the  C h ristian  faith  m ight provide. 
T h a t  is to  say, we live as if n a tu ra l 
realities were purely im m anent, strictly 
self-enclosed, and, therefore , en tire ly  
autonom ous. So, the  two consequences 
of a purely n a tu ra l world are th a t  we 
understand such a world to be both neutral 
and strictly autonomous.

W hat happens when we look at reality 
in  th is way is th is: we get a split-level 
universe. T he bottom  level is the public, 
neutral, autonomous realm of nature, with 
its own, independent processes, concerns, 
and aims. T he  top level is the private, 
subjective realm  of th e  ’
T h in k  of w hat happens w hen one no 
longer holds th a t the na tu ra l world has a 
link with anything beyond itself, when one 
has come to believe th a t the aims of the 
natural realm are purely horizontal, have 
nothing to do with the eternal purpose of 
eventually seeing the face of Cod. There’s 
a funny kind of irony that takes place here.

ships. These philosophical and 
theological shifts gave birth to new 
social arrangements, new political 
ideals, new economic models, and 
new accounts of hum an nature, 
all of which were slowly globalized 
through the exportation of liberal 

democracy and capitalist
economrcs."

1 won’t discuss each of these 
d eve lo p m en ts . In s tead , I 
want to briefly mention what 
1 th in k  underlies these new 
arrangem ents of modernity. 
Every single one of them  
stems from a key assumption 
about the natural realities of 
the  world th a t we observe

Think o f what 
happens when one 
no longer holds 
that the natural 
world has a link 
with anything 
beyonaitself, whenaro“ndu ·؟٢٠١؟ assumption

ر د  is th a t  these  rea lities  are
one has conte purely n a tu ra l. They have

no  in h e re n t  c o n n e c tio n  
w ith anything th a t exceeds 
th e ir  own, n a tu ra l being. 
They in no way depend for 
th e ir  co n tin u ed  ex istence 
on  grea ter, tra n s c e n d e n t 
realities- T he created order 

. . ٠ , has become a purely natural
have nothin? to do order, radically separate from

the life of Cod.
T h e  r e s u l ts  o f  th i s  

assum ption of an  order of 
pure n a tu re  (pura natura) 
are at least twofold: first, 
we now  assum e th a t  th e  
rea litie s  a round  us, since 

- th e y  are  pu re ly  n a tu ra l ,
are also neutral. A  tree  is 

a tree is a tree. It doesn’t m atter w hether 
you look at the tree or 1 look at the tree, 
we both  see exactly the same thing, and 
by using scientific language we can both  
adequately and fully articulate what we 
b o th  see as we’re looking at th e  tree. 
O nce we take th a t step— of saying th a t 
the natural order is neutral, th a t is to say, 
not determ ined by the realities of which 
our faith  speaks— it becomes easy to see

to believe that 
the aims o f the 
naturalrealm are 
purely horizontal,

with the eternal 
purpose ofeventu- 
ally seeing theface 
ofGod.

ت
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The irony is, of 
course, that it is 
precisely at the 

point in history 
where we think 

we value natural 
realities higher 

than ever btfore—  
by regardingthem 

as autonomous, 
independentfrom 
any supernatural 
reality— that we 
actually hse the 
ability o f recog- 
nizinganytrue 

dgnificance in the 
natural world.

the goodness 0؛ ereation— such as the one 
I just deseribed— lapses into its opposite: 
into a denigration and eom m odiftcation 
of the created order, in  th is case of the 
hum an  body. W hen  th e  body is just a 
body— purely an  o b je c t-w h y  would you 
not use it simply in line with self-enclosed 
purely natural ends?

T h e  irony of th is  is, of 
course, th a t it is precisely at 
the po in t in  h istory where 
we th in k  we value na tu ra l 
realities h igher th a n  ever 
b e fo re -b y  regarding them  
as autonomous, independent 
fro m  an y  s u p e r n a tu r a l  
real ity— that we actually lose 
th e  ability  of recognizing 
any true significance in  the 
na tu ra l world. A fter all, it 
is only w hen we recognize 
th a t the created order has a 
supernatural end, a heavenly 
end, th a t  we’re going to  
t r e a t  th e  w orld  a ro u n d  
us in  a heavenly  way. We 
need  to  get a keen  sense,
1 th in k , of th is  irony. For 
it is quite  easy to critique 
th ^  C h ris tia n  tra d itio n —  
especially the church fathers 
and th e  M iddle A g e s - fo r  
th e ir o therw orld liness, for 
th e ir  inab ility  to  take the 
contingency of this-worldly 
realities seriously, for the ir 
f ligh t m entality , for th e ir  
focus on heaven instead of on 
earth. And, so we think, with 
th e ir  consisten t con tem pt 
for th e  hum an  body, w ith  
th e ir  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  
heaven, w ith  th e ir  lack of celebration  
of the  goodness of creation, it is hardly 
a wonder th a t these earlier C hris tian s 
also treated the earth  in such a negative 
fashion. Interestingly, the real situation is 
exactly the other way around. T h ink  o f it: 
1 am sure they had all kinds of problems 
in  the Middle Ages, but where were the

We have assumed that the world around us 
is purely natural, strictly autonomous; that 
its beauty, its truth, its goodness— its very 
being i t s e l f -  s self-enclosed, doesn’t derive؛
from anywhere else. How, م  that is true, do 
we determ ine how to care for this world 
around us? W here do we find the norms by 
which to decide how to treat it? It seems 
to me no coincidence tha t environm ental 
m ism an ag em en t has becom e a huge 
problem in the m odern world. It’s almost 
inevitable: if the  natural order is purely 
autonomous and has no hnk  to anything 
transcendent, you of course treat it as you 
see it: a collection of purely quantifiable 
objects, whose goodness and beauty reach 
no further than  themselves.

Let me relate  an  experience th a t  I 
m ention  also in  Heavenly Participation: 
A  few years ago, a local C h ris tian  high 
school organized a school trip to a “Body 
Worlds” exhibit set up at Science World in 
Vancouver. “Body Worlds” turned out to 
be an exhibit of plasticized hum an bodies, 
organized by C u n th e r  von H agens, a 
G erm an anatomist whose exhibitions and 
public autopsies (performed while dressed 
in a black fedora) have led to protests and 
legal controversies throughout the world. 
Von Hagens’s displays reduce the hum an 
body to simply an object, one tha t we can 
purchase, plasticize, display, and analyze for 
the sake of education and entertainm ent. 
In some circles, objections to Von Hagens’s 
exhib its have been  quite pronounced. 
To my surprise, w ith in  th is evangelical 
school community, there was little ٠٢ no 
concern about the exhibit’s objectification 
and  ex p lo ita tio n  of th e  h um an  body; 
instead, the exhibit was regarded as an 
opportunity  for the students to  see how 
the body was “fearfully and wonderfully 
made.” More troubling perhaps than  Von 
Hagens’s display seemed to me its broad 
evangelical acceptance w ith  an  appeal 
to the  goodness of the  created order. 1 
th in k  my book makes quite clear th a t 
my argument is not w ith the goodness of 
the created order. Rather, I have become 
convinced tha t a certain type of appeal to

”־
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final day. So, in one of his most famous 
paintings. The Last Judgment, angels and 
saints join hands in a heavenly proeession, 
ready to enter paradisal bliss. From now on, 
the saints will be joining the divine liturgy 
in the singing of the heavenly Sanctus (Isa 
 Rev 4:8). Heavenly partieipation was ؛6:3
the vision th a t anim ated Fra A ngelieo’s 
work, and it is th a t same vision th a t also 
inspires my b o o k -h e n e e  the cover. ^© ١٧ 
this should be no news for us evangelicals. 
H eaven has always been  im po rtan t in  
evangelicalism. A nd for good reason: the 
Bible itself is full of talk about heaven; it 
is full of this otherworldly focus. For Saint 
Faul, heaven is our hom e. A fter all, he 
insists th a t our citizenship papers carry 
the stamp of heaven. “Our citizenship is in 
heaven,” he plainly remarks (Fhil 3:20; cf. 
Eph 2:12و.ر  This citizenship of Christians 
is incom patib le w ith  a ttem pts to  tu rn  
e a rth ly  ends in to  u ltim a te  co n cern s. 
Speaking  of enem ies of th e  cross, th e  
apostle  com m ents: “T h e ir  destin y  is 
destruction, their god is their stomach, and 
their glory is in their shame. Their mind is 
set on earthly things” (Flail 3:19).

N ot only is heaven the “place” in which 
Christians are already at home today, but it 
also marks their origin and aim. Believers 
are blessed “in the heavenly realms” (Eph 
1:3) since heaven is th e  place of th e ir 
eternal predestination “in Christ” (Eph 1:4; 
cf. 1:11). The origin of the Christian hope 
lies in  C hrist and, therefore, in  heaven. 
Likewise, the prize for which St. Faul aims 
and toward which he “strains” (Fhil 3:13) 
is the “heavenward” call in C hrist Jesus 
(Phil 3:14; cf. 2 Tim 4:18).10The heavenly 
identity of believers is, according to St. 
Paul, already a present reality. T he quite 
realized eschatology of the letters to the 
Ephesians and the Colossians is emphatic 
about this present reality. For Faul, it is not 
as though believers here on a purely natural 
earth  somehow identify with this far-away 
supernatural place called “heaven” Rather, 
we have a real, a participatory, connection 
w ith  h e a v e n . T h e  c e n tr a l  p a sc h a l 
e v e n t- C h r is t ’s death, resurrection, and

disasters of C hernoby l ٠٢ Fukushim a? 
W here were the oil spills of Exxon Valdez 
or the C ulf of Mexico? The m istreatm ent 
of our natural world is no t the result of 
earlier C h ris tian  otherw orldliness; it is 
the  result of contem porary m odem  this- 
worldliness. It’s a resuh of looking at the 

world around us as made up 
of purely natural objects that 
have no significance beyond 
themselves.

A  single-minded 
focus on earth 
actually causes 
problems for the 
earth, while, 
paradoxically, i f  
we become more 
heavenly minded, 
we w ill actually 
treat the earth 
and the created 
objects around us 
with agreatdeal 
more integrity.
Indeed, I  have
, , become convinced tha t only
becofne convinced a heavenly minded Christian

faith  will do us any earthly 
good. I have purposely used 
fot th e  cover of th e  book 
p a r t  of a p a in tin g  by th e  
H fte e n th -c e n tu ry  I ta l ia n  
a r t is t  Fra A n g e lic o  (ca . 
1395-1455). Fra A ngelico  
had  a p reoccupation  w ith  
h eav en . T h e  D o m in ic a n  
fria r recognized  th a t  life 
lived on earth  carried eternal 

implications. No doubt, the Renaissance 
painter’s fervent hope was for the seraphic 
angels to take  h im  to  heaven  on the

The Importance of Heaven
Let me move to  th e  n ex t 
step. I have tried  to  give 
an  im pression  as to  how  
I’ve come to write my book 
an d  sh a red  som e of th e  
deepest concerns th a t have 
m otivated me in writing it. 
Let me now try to unpack 
the title and begin by saying 
so m eth ing  ab o u t heaven . 
After all, if it’s true what I’ve 
just argued, then tha t means 
th a t a single-m inded focus 
on  e a r th  ac tu a lly  causes 
problems for the earth, while, 
paradoxically, if we become 
more heavenly m inded, we 
will actually treat the earth  
an d  th e  c re a te d  o b jec ts  
around us w ith a great deal 
more integrity. Indeed, I have

th at only a 
heavenly minded 
Christianfaith 
w ill do us any 
earthlygood.
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Unhingedfrom 
their transcendent 

source, created 
objects lose their 

source ofmeaning; 
they become 
unsuspecting 

victims o f the 
objectifying 

human gaze and 
turn into the man- 
ageableplaythings 

ofthe totalizing 
human grasp.

end ©f created being lies beyond itself. “1 was 
created to see thee,” confesses St. Anselm, 
“and not yet have 1 done tha t for which 1 
was made.”^ For Augustine, the difference 
betw een enjoying (fru i) som ething and 
using (uti) it is tha t “to enjoy something is 
to hold fast to it in love for its own sake.”12 
Accordingly, while we may 
use this good created order, 
only the triune G od-F ather,
Son , and  H oly s p i r i t— is 
to be enjoyed. O nly he can 
be loved strictly for his own 
sake.13 The temporal, created 
order may only be used (uti) 
w ith an  eye to the e ternal 
purpose of th e  enjoym ent 
(frui) of God. (Needless to 
say, for St. A ugustine, the  
word “use” did not have the 
n eg a tiv e  c o n n o ta t io n  of 
“abuse,” which our word “use” 
o ften  does carry  since we 
now live in a purely natural 
w orld .) T h is  d is t in c tio n  
is im p o rtan t because it is 
p rec ise ly  by ce leb ra ti.ng  
created realities for their own 
sake (frui) th a t we unhinge 
them  from their grounding 
in the eternal Word or bogos 
of God. Unhinged from their 
transcendent source, created 
ob jec ts  lose th e ir  source 
of m eaning; they  becom e 
unsuspecting victims of the objectifying 
hum an gaze and turn  into the manageable 
playthings of the totalizing hum an grasp. 
T he  irony of a m isunderstood focus on 
the goodness of creation is th a t it results 
in its mirror-opposite— a Gnostic-type of 
devaluation of created life. W hat this means 
is that a genuine appreciation o fthe created 
order depends on us not making it primary, 
seeing th a t its ultim ate goal lies beyond 
itself: earthly realities find their meaning in 
heaven itself

Truth and Theology in a Scramental World
Some readers may well th ink  at this point,

ascension— is som ething in  w hich you 
and 1 participate: God “made us alive with 
C hrist,” insists Paul (Eph 2:5). He “raised 
us up w ith C hrist” (Eph 2:6; cf. Col 3:1). 
The result of this sharing in C hrist is that 
believers participate in heavenly realities. 
We are seated with C hrist “in the heavenly 
realms in C hrist Jesus” (Eph 2:6; cf. 1:3).

T h e  danger, of course, in  w hat I’m 
doing here is th a t some readers are going 
to th ink, “Oh, he’s trying to pull us away 
from earthly realities. He wants us to forget 
about the  goodness of the  created order, 
the  beauty of this world.” But remember 
what 1 m entioned earlier about the irony 
of modernity: it is the single-minded focus 
on  th is-w orldly realities th a t  actually  
renders it impossible for us to genuinely 
value them. The opposite is true, as well: 
it is by focusing on heavenly realities that 
we get much greater appreciation also for 
earth ly  realities. W hy is th a t so? It has 
to do w ith the second word in  the book 
title: participation. 1 know th a t word has 
a Platonic background, and I’m not overly 
troubled by th a t background. (1 explain 
m ore ab o u t th a t  in  th e  book  itself.) 
But the  word “participation ,” for people 
th roughou t at least th e  first thousand  
years of the church’s history, m eant the 
following: it m eant ^ a t  natural realities 
participate in something greater. A nd that 
som ething greater is the eternal Word of 
God, the Logos؛ In o ther words, there is 
no such thing as “pure nature”; there is no 
such th ing as a natural order th a t stands 
autonomously on its own two feet. Nature 
is graced, from the outset, by sharing, ٠٢ 
participating in the hfo of God. W hy is it 
th a t the created world is so beautiful, so 
true, and so good? T he  reason is simply 
this: there is a reflection, albeit ever so dim, 
o fth e  beauty, the truth, and the goodness 
of G od himself. T he  created wotld is a 
sacrament tha t owes everything— even its 
very existence i ts e lf - to  the God who has 
called it into being.

T h e  tem p o ra l, c rea ted  o rd er has 
its ultim ate end no t in  itself but in the 
mysterious reality th a t transcends it. The
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u n d erstan d in g  of theology. 1؛ n a tu ra l 
reah tie s-w h e th e r we’re talking creation, 
h isto ry , O ld  T estam en t, or p la in  old 
hum an tru th  claims, it doesn’t m atter— if 
these natural realities are no t just neutral, 
objective, purely natural, and self-enclosed 
realties, but if in a sacram ental way they 
partic ipa te  in  heaven  itself, th e n  th a t  
has implications for the way in which we 
look at hum an tru th  claims. It means on 
the one hand, a recognition of the limits 
of hum an tru th  claims. A fter all, while 
there is, as it were, a “real presence” in 
our tru th  claims— our statements of tru th  
really do participate sacramentally in the 
Truth (capital T), the Word h im se lf- th is  
participation is really quite provisional. We 
can no longer say of hum an propositions 
or of theological systems— no m atter how 
carefully constructed— that they have the 
final say on the tru th . T he T ruth  w ith a 
capital T  is always greater than  our merely 
sakramental sharing in it. As Anselm, the 
great eleventh-century theologian, put it 
in his Proslogium:

Do thou help me for thy goodness’ 
sake؛ Lo r d , 1 sought thy face; thy 
face. L ord, will I see^; hide not thy 
face far from me (?salms xxvii.8). 
Free me from myself toward thee. 
Cleanse, heal, sharpen, enlighten 
the eye of my mind, tha t it may 
behold thee. Let my soul recover 
its strength, and with all its under- 
standing let it strive toward thee, o  
Lo r d . W hat art thou, Lo r d , what 
art thou? W hat shall my heart con- 
ceive thee to be ?ئ

H u m an  t r u th  claim s, and  especia lly  
t ru th  claim s abou t G od, never reach  
strict correspondence w ith reality; they 
are  n ev e r m ore th a n  a sa c ra m e n ta l 
participation in the eternal Word of God 
him self. A  s c ra m e n ta l  u nderstand ing  
of tru th  thus exposes m odern claims of 
fu ll co m p reh en sio n  and  co n tro l over 
the natural world as a false arrogation of 
divine knowledge.

A t th e  sam e tim e , a sac ram en ta l

surely we are far removed here from the 
French C atho lic  m ovem ent of nouvelle 
théologie. But actually, the reason 1 am 
interested in nouvelle théologie lies precisely 

in  th e se  c u ltu ra l  issues. 
W h a t 1 do in  th e  second 
part of the book is point to 
five theological areas to show 
how in  each of these, the  
nouvelle theologians refused 
to acknowledge a separate, 
p u re ly  n a tu ra l  o rder. In  
each of these five areas, they 
asked th e  question : If i t ’s 
tru e  th a t  c reated  realities 
are sacram ents, if  it’s true  
th a t  they  ex ist by way of 
participation in the eternal 
W ord of G od, in  th e  Son 
o f G od  w ho has becom e

Human truth 
claims, and 
especially truth 
claims about God, 
never reach strict 
correspondence 
m th reality; they 
are never more

/  T O I دا0ه   w no nas oecom e
than a sacramental, incarnate for us; in other

participation in 
theetemalWord 
ofGodhimself.
A sacramental 
understandingof 
truth thus exposes 
modem claims of .

م  th e  a r p e n t a i  tap es try
full comprehension ٠؛ the church  fathers and

ة  r a d ie v a l  th eo log ians 
requ ires us to  renew  our 
focus on  C h r is t  in  every 
area  of d o c tr in e — for all 
this talk  about participation 
an d  ab o u t sac ram en ts  is 
ultimately talk about Christ.

In  my book I trace five 
specific areas where I th in k  
we can  learn  from nouvelle 
théologie— th e  E u ch aris t, 

trad itio n , in te rp re ta tio n  of S crip tu re , 
tru th , and theology. In  the  little  bit of 
space th a t is left, 1 w ant to focus on the 
last two: th e  n a tu re  of tru th  and our

w ords, if it is tru e  th a t  
he is the  true  reality, and 
th a t  every th ing  else finds 
its be in g  in  c rea ted  and  
con tingen t dependence on 
h im , th e n  w hat does th a t 
do to our understanding of 
these particular theological 
a reas th a t  w e’re  lo o k in g  
a t here?  F u t d iffe ren tly , 
th e  nouvelle  th e o lo g ia n s  
believed th a t a retrieval of

and control over 
the natural 
world as a false 
arrogation of 
divine knowledge.
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view of tru th  also implies a firm  “no” 
to  skeptic ism — th e  g reat bane of our 
postm odern world. Skepticism despairs of 
the possibility th a t hum an statem ents of 
tru th  might even participate in the tru th  
o fthe  reality tha t they seek out. It seems to 
me th a t many contemporary evangelicals 
a re  r ig h t  in  r e a c t in g  a g a in s t  th e  
overconfidence of modernity. But we need 
to be cautious where to put our next step, 
for the radical s^pticlsm  of postmodernity 
is far more debilitating than  the problems 
th a t we faced w ith modernity. If we have 
no p a rtic ip a tio n  in  tru th  w hatsoever, 
then  we’re simply floating on the flotsam 
of th e  w reckage o f m odernity . Surely 
the C hristian  faith  is more hopeful th an  
th a t. Theology as knowledge of G od— 
scientia del— according to the pre-modern 
perspective advocated  by th e  nouvelle 
theologians, is a ^ r tic ip a tio n  in  divine 
self-knowledge. It’s not an attempt to grasp 
G od, and it certa in ly  ought n o t be an  
attempt to control God. O n  a participatory 
understanding, theology takes on a priestly 
role. T h e  th eo lo g ian  in itia te s  people 
deeper in to  th e  sacram ental rpah ty  of 
the life o fG od . T h a t’s why theology can 
never be a merely academ ic enterprise. 
Theology will never feel at home in the 
n eu tra l public sphere of th e  academy. 
Theology is a discipline th a t begins in 
faith and tha t ends in  the beatific vision. 
Theology leads to heavenly participation. 
1 hope 1 am clear: 1 am no t advocating 
a lack of academ ic rigour. W h a t 1 am 
suggesting, however, is th a t theology is 
primarily an ecclesial discipline th a t leads 
to contem plation of heavenly realities. If 
th a t’s how we do th eo lo g y -an d  we all fall 
far short in this enterprise— then  we will 
have come a long way in our attem pt at 
reconnecting the threads of a sacramental 
tapestry. X
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