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T-500 Introduction to Theology

What Is Theology?

Charles W. Allen

Theology as embodying the Gospel

As I understand it, Christian theology is making sense of the Gospel and all other truths that claim us most radically. As such it embraces both “faith seeking understanding” and critical reflection upon that faith.  

Take for example the conviction: “People matter.” Can you think about this without living by it? I think not. In that case it is a conviction that could be said to claim you so fundamentally that you must presume its truth.  

But we live amidst a variety of such truths, and the variations give rise to questions. Christians, Jews and Muslims are also most radically claimed by the conviction that God matters at least as much as people do, and that leads us to ask where our ultimate loyalties should lie. 

Should loyalty to God take precedence over loyalty to humanity and other creatures? 

Devout people have answered that question in a number of ways. If you believe, as many today do, that God is ultimately loyal to us and to all creation, then there’s no conflict. But it’s not clear that Christians have always agreed on this. 

In any case we have to make sense of questions like these—at least enough sense that we can get on with our lives.  And that is the kind of sense-making theology requires.  

People are engaging in something like theology whenever they try to make practical sense of all the truths that claim them most radically, even if they do not believe in God.

What makes theology Christian is when amidst such truths we find ourselves claimed just as radically by some recognizable rendition of the Gospel or “good news” of Jesus Christ.

The Gospel: As your professor, I get the privilege of using my own rendition of the Gospel, which we’ll revisit next week.  For now, I’ll offer a slightly abbreviated version:

The communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ

embraces each and every one of us just as we are

and draws us to embody that communion for all others,

now and always.

Questioning God?

I want to address one last topic that students tend to raise at this point: Some feel as if we’re doing something irreverent here, asking all these questions.  How dare we question God?  Let me make three points:

1) Most of the time, it’s not God we’re questioning—it’s what other people have told us about God, or an experience you or I thought we had of God, etc.  

That’s all very human stuff.  And how can we avoid that if we believe that in this life we are all somewhat fallible? 

I, for one, can’t make any human testimony a final trump card, beyond all question: not Scripture, not a church’s teaching office, not me. And I don’t see how anybody else can do that without falling prey to idolatry. 

Our questioning should be responsible and sometimes reverent, but we can’t avoid questions if we’re honest about ourselves.  

2) Atrocities in Christ’s name demand a questioning faith. 

It’s because we haven’t displayed a willingness to question that we can’t begin to list all the people in the last two thousand years that Christians have at least wanted to see dead, and sometimes made that happen, just because they wouldn’t stop questioning.  

As the heirs of those Christians it’s our obligation to show a better and, I hope, more faithful way.

3) Even if we go so far as to question God, that’s a perfectly Biblical thing to do.  And you’d know that if you paid enough attention to the Bible.  

Abraham haggles with God over the fate of Sodom, and keeps getting concessions. 

Moses talks God out of getting nasty.

Jonah chides God for not being nasty enough.

After reminding Job of who’s who, God turns around and tells Job’s friends that only Job’s honest, bitter questioning tells the truth, not their pious platitudes.

The Canaanite woman shows Jesus he can be more generous than he had thought. 

And I can’t begin to list the Psalms that cross-examine God more bluntly than a special prosecutor could ever dream of doing.  

How can we avoid concluding that this is a God who wants to meet us in questions just as much as answers?  

If you don’t dare to question God, you’re just not Biblical enough.

Theology & Spirituality

To repeat, Christian theology is simply making sense of the Gospel and all other truths that claim us most radically.  

Since that touches on just about every subject, theology often gives rise to exceedingly abstract formulations.  

That needs no apology.  But at its heart theology is the most vital engagement imaginable.  At its heart theology is not arguments, not static formulas, but a constant, lively interaction among all the most radical claims on our lives.  

It is a kind of conversation that never ends.  Even in solitude the conversation goes on internally.  And even when our attention focuses elsewhere, it goes on in the background.  It is how we try to face the variety of claims on our lives with integrity.  

Everybody should engage in that kind of conversation, or rather own up to the fact that they are already so engaged and try to do it less haphazardly.  

Weighty thinkers have argued for this as a universal human obligation with varying degrees of success (and failure). I welcome the effort and have learned from it. But for those of us claimed by the Gospel, that kind of conversation is simply one of the most fundamental ways that we can embody the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ.  

Embodying communion requires welcoming others as genuine others; welcoming others requires facing variety in the claims our lives make on one another simply by virtue of their intersection; facing variety requires naming brokenness that infects everything we all do; naming brokenness requires suffering reconciliation.

At its heart, then, theology is at one with the pursuits of peace and justice and with the practices we traditionally call spiritual disciplines. These are all aspects of embodying the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ. 

