
HOW TO BE EVANGELICAL WITHOUT BEING CONSERVATIVVE 

Theology, Systems, and Tradition 

theolo 
My concern is that too many conservative evangelical 

gians, pastors, teachers, and laypeople inadvertently elevate s 
tradition as the authoritative interpretive lens throuo30me 

which 
ome 

Scripture is read and understo0d. But that is, in effect, to l 

tradition on the same plane as Scripture. If the church is to 

constantly renewed and reformed, tradition has to take a ha 

seat to the inscripturated Word of God. But the conservative hahit 
of mind is to jump to the defense of "what we've always believed'" 
or "the received evangelical tradition when some new idea (such 
as open theism) arises. In my opinion, based on twenty-five years 

of teaching theology within evangelicalism, conservative theol.
ogy defends the status quo. It tends to absolutize some system of 

doctrine and make it unchangeable except in how it is expressed 

to each new generation. 
Conservative evangelical theologians have tended to do this 

with the systematic theology of Charles Hodge, the great patri 
arch of the Old Princeton School of Theology in the 1800s. Hodge 
wrote a three-volume Systematic Theology, which was supposedly 

nothing more or less than a scientific mining of truths out of 

Scripture and placing them in an orderly, logical system of truth. 
Hodge compared theology to science. Just as the natural sciences 

be 

look at the material world of nature and draw facts from a care-
ful, objective investigation of it, so theology looks objectively into 
Scripture and draws facts out of it and expresses them in a sys 

tem of doctrines. Most conservative evangelical theologians in 
the past century have tended to use this "scientific method" even 

if they did not agree entirely with all of Hodge's conclusions. 

Models of Evangelical Theology
Is this pattern the only way of doing evangelical theology, and is 
there even such a thing as a final product of theological discov-

ery? I notice two distinct attitudes among evangelical theologians 
(and the pastors and laypeople they influence). One is the for 

tress model of theology. People who follow this pattern believe
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y witnout Rejecting Iheology

od have been answered and 
spicious of new discoveries or alterations in what they 

loes 
theology

do now? For conservatives, who largely follow the 

reived |tradition (e-g, Hodge's system of doctrines) and restate it 
in moder language so thate contemporary people can understand 

hat 

all-important 

questions abou 

the received evangelical tradition of doctrine. So what 

del, theology's contemporary tasks are to defend the 

nsider 

tortress model,

and receive it. 

The other approach among evangelicals is what I call the 
ilorjmage model. These theologians are evangelical because 

hey recognize Scripture as the divinely inspired, authoritative 

Word of God. Often, however, they do not regard it as a not-yet
vstematized collection of propositional truths to be mined and 

then systematized. They might view the Bible instead as a drama. 
Interpreting it is more an art than a science, and one has to be an 

actor in the drama really to understand the Bible. 
The Bible, in other words, is a fantastic story of God's inter 

actions with humans. It begins with creation, continues with 

corruption, and is followed by correction (covenant, Christ, and 

church) and consummation. It has characters and plot and is to 
be read as a realistic story. Not fiction, but truth expressed in lit- 

erature, not just facts. In this style of doing evangelical theology

(often called "narrative theology"), stories that cannot be reduced
to information bring transformation to people. Human lives are 

shaped more by stories than by systems of facts. God has given 
us a story, draws us into it, and leaves it up to us to continue the 

unfinished drama. New Testament scholar and Church of Eng- 

land bishop N. T. Wright compares the Bible and tradition to an 

unfinished play and we Christians are the actors. We have four 

acts of the play (Scripture and faithtul tradition) and are called 

to faithful improvisation of the rest of the play 

This second model of doing theology implies a theological pil- 

grimage. Theologians are like explorers or pilgrims on a journev.

Switching metaphors, Scripture and tradition are our map and 

our guide. If the guide (tradition) seems to be leading us awav 

from the itinerary on the nmap, we have a right to question him 
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rt, he is trustworthy. Bu 

and even correct him. For the most part, he is. 

he's not infallible. Only the map is infallible. But even the map is retation. Scrip complicated and needs eful study and interp 

ture is like a map without a legend (the little box on most m us to watch it carefulthat tells what symbols mean). It's up to 

as we follow our guide and keep looking at the territory arou 
us to be sure the guide is really following the map and not lead 
ing us astray.

This model of doing evangelical theology relativizes tha. tivizes theology
without rejecting it. This means that theology is "second order

imary 
languageof the Christian and the church. It is not our- 

wor 
language. That's God's speech to us and our response in 

ship and devotion. But just because theology is second order does 

not mean it is unimportant. We are called to use our God-piven 

minds to interpret the clues embedded in God's speech to us 

(through the drama and the map) and continue the play faith- 
fully or continue the journey critically and carefully. 

The point is that for this second model of doing evangelical 
theology there is no such thing as a final system of theology that 

is not open to correction. All theologies (using here the first sense 
of theology mentioned above) are fallible and incomplete because
they are truly man-made and not handed down from God. Only 

Scripture is that. And no system of theology can take the place of 

Scripture because Scripture is not a not-yet-systematized collec-
tion of propositions. Tradition, including even the greatest theo-

logical expressions in creeds, confessions of faith, and systems of 
doctrine, is not our highest authority. Scripture trumps tradition. 
In any discernment of truth situation tradition gets a vote but 
never a veto. 

Furthermore, the collective spiritual experience of Goas 
people is a necessary tool for refocusing our attention on Scripture. Experience shaped, but not determined, by history an culture can rightly cause the Christian community to interro-gate tradition and study Scripture with fresh eyes, finding lost or neglected elements of the light. In this sense, God always has new light to break forth from his Word. It's not that new revelations 148 


