
CHAPTER 9 

Travail and Mission: Theology Ref armed 
according to God's Word at the Beginning 

of the Third Millennium 

Michael Welker 

A s we move into the third millennium, why are we confronted with "Re
formed theology in travail"? Why are many Reformed churches and con

gregations in this world in sorry shape, characterized by shrinkage, lack of ori
entation, and theological confusion? For many decades of this century, 
Reformed theology was to be found on the cutting edge of theological develop
ments in many nations of this world. The names of Karl Barth and Emil Brun
ner, H. Richard Niebuhr and Reinhold Niebuhr, Thomas Torrance and Jurgen 
Moltmann make this clear. In the last third of the twentieth century, Reformed 
theologians - along with Roman Catholics - have developed particularly 
important contributions to liberation theology and feminist theology. Along 
with Methodists and Anglicans, they have also been intensively engaged during 
this period in the conversation between theology and natural sciences. Re
formed thought has made its mark on the dialogue with the social sciences and 
with jurisprudence throughout the twentieth century. And no one will contest 
the claim that Reformed theology has been one of the most actively committed 
proponents of the ecumenical movement. 

Yet it seems that precisely Reformed theology's delight in innovation and 
new departures, its interdisciplinary, cultural, and ecumenical openness, has 
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brought it into a profound crisis at the end of the twentieth century. In the last 
decades of this century, the cultural and social developments in the Western 
industrialized nations have attained such breathtaking speed and have become 
so diverse and diffuse, with a complexity eluding explanation by any single 
overarching model, that precisely Reformed theology with its special openness 
for contemporary cultural developments has been particularly tested and as
saulted by these very developments. Other theologies could recommend them
selves as dogmatically or liturgically oriented "brakes," or at least attempted 
brakes, on these head-over-heels developments. By contrast, the theologia 
reformata et semper reformanda seemed to be at the mercy of the shifting Zeit
geist. At least for many outsiders, the profile of Reformed theology seemed to 
disintegrate into a plethora of attempts to engage contemporary moral, politi
cal, and scientific trends, either strengthening them or fighting them. Re
formed theology, exposing itself to continual renewal, seemed to a particular 
degree - at least in the Western industrialized nations - to fall victim to the 
cultural stress of innovation. Where it entered into that stress, it seemed to 
lose its profile. But when it opposed that stress, it seemed to betray its typical 
mentality and spiritual attitude. 

Does this mean that the travail of Reformed theology at the onset of the 
new millennium is to be attributed to the diverse cultural developments and 
misdevelopments of the now concluding twentieth century? Is Reformed the
ology a victim more or less of these developments? Is it condemned to helpless 
reactivity? Is there nothing for us to do but to repeat - at a higher pitch - the 
objection of the young Schleiermacher, at the beginning of his famous 
Speeches two centuries ago, "to the cultured among the despisers" of religion: 
"You have created such a rich universe for yourselves that you have no more 
room for God and things divine. You have succeeded in making earthly life so 
rich and variegated, that you no longer need eternity. Having created a uni
verse for yourselves, you are above thinking of that which made you"? 

The Travail: The Cultural Calling into Question 
of the Power of God's Word 

The travail of contemporary Reformed theology does not lie in its not having 
faithfully and honestly exerted itself to be, to remain, and always to become 
theologia reformata et semper reformanda. The travail lies in the profound un
certainty created with regard to the criterion, the motive power, and the ori
enting foundation of Reformed theology's efforts to remain true to its mission, 
its definition, and its identity. The blame for this uncertainty is not to be 
shouldered solely by Reformed theology. As a short review can make clear, this 
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uncertainty is also to be traced back to the diverse and profound cultural, po
litical, scientific, and social developments and crises of this century in general 
and of the most recent decades in particular. The world wars, the unabating 
series of military conflicts in many regions of the world, the Holocaust, the 
systematic destruction of nature, and the plunging of entire peoples or oflarge 
parts of the population in many countries of the earth into misery have pro
foundly and lastingly shaken the credibility of the Christian proclamation and 
of the ethos shaped by that proclamation. A short phase of repentance, recon
sideration, and reconsolidation of ecclesial life in the period after the Second 
World War later gave way to a whole series of developments that called into 
question the power of God's word in a more lasting way than human guilt and 
the powers of public destruction had been able to do. 

Recent decades have brought the spread of the television medium across 
the surface of the entire world. They have brought the electrification of enter
tainment music and the joining of mass media and competitive sports. This 
enormous cultural power has captured many human beings to such an extent, 
and has placed them under such a dominating supply of ongoing stimulation 
without major demands on their attention or interpretive faculties, that many 
more refined and more demanding cultural accomplishments have been 
placed at a severe disadvantage. Without having to leave their houses, without 
having to enter into a real public sphere, without having to make any special 
effort, human beings today can let themselves be enveloped in a mist of prof
fered stimulations. This supply of stimulations has had a druglike effect on a 
vast number of people. Against the background of the entertainment explo
sion that we have experienced, the word of God comes across to many people 
simply as boring. It seems condemned to powerlessness by the permanent 
stimulation and permanent amusement continually summoned up and of
fered by television, entertainment music, competitive sports in the mass me
dia, videos, and the Internet. 

At the same time, the Western industrialized nations in particular have 
profited from a huge explosion in education and learning, from the emancipa
tion of women as they entered the full scope of the education system, and from 
a great surge of tourism putting people on the move. Triumphs of science and 
technology have become routine, from space travel to computerization and the 
greatly heightened technological capacities of medical care. On the one hand, 
this explosion in education and technology has presented human beings with a 
demanding challenge, even an overwhelming one. On the other hand, it has 
also offered them countless possibilities for development, tailored to their in
dividuality. Against this background, the educational and formative power em
anating from God's word has seemed to grow progressively weaker. Many hu
man beings have discovered that large parts of the Judeo-Christian traditions 
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are shaped by a patriarchal spirit, and that they buttress a hierarchical relation 
between young and old in which the young get the short end of the stick. Such 
a relation between young and old cannot be squared with current mentalities 
in the Western industrialized nations. The explosion in education and the 
rapid processes of cultural and technological development require not so 
much the balanced judgment and maturity gained through life experience, as a 
capacity to pick things up quickly and a type of intelligence that can rapidly ac
commodate itself to new situations. If the word of God is indeed directed pri
marily to men and to elders, then it obviously is speaking to a time that has 
come and gone. 

A pluriform, emergent development, in which the dissolution of the 
ideological conflict between East and West, the rapid change in sexual morals, 
and the voyeurism inflamed by the mass media all play important roles, has 
profoundly called into question and supplanted the formative power of God's 
word. Powers and effectiveness that had once been attributed to God's word 
have now come to be attributed to other agents, especially the electronic me
dia: liberation and stabilization, edification and consolation, sensitization and 
empowerment, challenge and calling into question, the creation of certainty 
and hope and of attentiveness and a feeling of community, etc. At the same 
time, the structure of values has been displaced. Emptied and distorted, the 
"word of God" now appears to many people as only an authoritarian principle 
or a vague cipher, which served as a would-be hiding place for clerical claims to 
authority as well as for all sorts of religious quandaries. 

Yet, taken in itself, this short review yields a one-sided picture - indeed, 
a picture that is false in its one-sidedness. This review does not make clear that 
extremely unclear notions and concepts of the "word of God" were and are cir
culating in our theologies - including Reformed theology. The review does 
not make clear that these uncertainties have also conditioned the helplessness 
and defenselessness of theology and piety over against the explosions in cul
tural development. In order clearly to recognize both the travail of contempo
rary Reformed theology and this theology's mission, we must come to see that 
we have great difficulties even in bringing into coherent interrelationships the 
basic statements and formulations concerning the "word of God" developed 
by the major theologies since the Reformation. If we cannot attain any clarity 
in our understanding of the "word of God;' it is hardly astonishing if Re
formed theology - "theology reformed according to God's word" - and the 
church which this theology serves fall into an ongoing crisis. 
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The Mission: Toward the Renewal of the Theology of God's Word 

In the midst of a thoroughly corrupt society and church, the Barmen 
Theological Declaration confessed that "Jesus Christ is the one Word of 
God." 
The great challenge of the Reformation was that Sacred Scripture is the 
word of God, against which we must continually measure our traditions, 
norms, and convictions. 
"Law and gospel" are the two forms of God's word. The right distinction 
and correlation between these two "forms" continues to be a subject of 
reflection and puzzlement in systematic theology to this very day. 
"God's word" encounters us in its lively "course" in a threefold form: as 
revelation, as Scripture, and as proclamation. How is this differentiation 
to be mediated with the distinction between "law and gospel"? How do 
both these differentiations relate to the christological specification of 
God's word? 

A successful but deceptive theological oversimplification has rendered 
the understanding of God's word in our cultures considerably more difficult. 
This powerful but deceptive oversimplification says God's word always en
counters us in the form of "address." On this view, God's word occurs essen
tially in "address:' in a situation of dialogue, in the relation between "I and 
Thou," in the form of an "encounter." This view has absolutized an aspect 
which is certainly important, but it represents only one aspect and only one 
form of God's word and activity among other important forms and aspects. 
This absolutizing of the dialogical form has obscured and misunderstood the 
fact that God's word not only is active in a directly received proclamation, but 
also surrounds us "from all sides." It thus has been difficult to conceive, and 
easy to completely suppress, the "remaining" or "abiding" of God's word in its 
many expressions. The recognition has been lacking that God's word also car
ries us, challenges us, and calls us into question in those places where we are 
unwilling or unable to perceive it at all directly. The recognition has been lack
ing that God's word not only can come upon us dramatically, like "a sudden 
cloudburst" (Luther), but that it also can win the hearts of human beings in 
unseen ways, in silence and in a gently persuasive manner. The recognition has 
been lacking that God's word also lives in persistent activity in that which is 
hidden to us. 

Yet how can this manifold power of God's word become clear? And how 
can we, in our attempts to make it clear, avoid confusing God's word with 
every possible human form of utterance and every possible human intention 
of presentation? To be sure, the texts and systems of values of the biblical tradi-
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tions, and the manifold forms and contents of Christian proclamation, have 
entered into our cultures, our ethos, our moralities, and our forms of life, all 
the way to our weekly and yearly rhythms. The effective powers and traces of 
God's word and its human appropriations undeniably mark the deep levels of 
our culture, our educational formation, our mentalities, our norms, and many 
of our visions both large and small. But its distortions and obstructions, the 
words and powers that oppose the word of God, are also present in these same 
deep levels of our thought and feeling, of our life worlds and normative forms. 
Theologies and churches cannot simply trust in a "heritage" that, come what 
may, will supposedly provide the world on and on with God's good powers. 
The effort to experience and to recognize the vitality and clarity of God's word 
is thus an indispensable task of theology in general and of Reformed theology 

in particular. 
In order to attend to this task and to take it seriously, Reformed theology 

must engage in a variety of ways in the effort to renew a theology of the word 
of God and, above all, it must make clear that the church of Christ lives in the 
presence of the risen Christ, mediated by proclamation and celebration of the 
sacraments. By means of this presence of the "one Word of God," the church, 
and theology with it, is continually stabilized and strengthened, but also re
formed and renewed. In ecumenical conversations concerning the Lord's Sup
per, Reformed theology has always attached particular importance to the as
pect of "the remembrance" of Christ. It has not always been made sufficiently 
clear that "remembrance" in the sense of the biblical traditions does not mean 
merely a cognitive recollection of a past event or nexus of events. For example, 
the "remembrance" of the Supper is not merely the process of rendering 
Christ's person and saving action present in the individual or collective con
sciousness. It is also the creation of a remembrance; that is, it is the public 
proclamation of Christ. It is the public proclamation of Christ in order that, as 
the Reformers put it, God's word might be "advanced" and its "course" might 

be furthered. 

Theology of God's Word as "New Biblical-Realistic Theology" 

The recognition of the presence of the risen Christ and the proclamation of his 
presence are dependent on testimonies of the biblical traditions, as those testi
monies point to the risen Christ and refer back to the pre-Easter Jesus. Biblical 
traditions make anticipatory, historical, and eschatological reference, both di
rectly and indirectly, to the pre-Easter, risen and exalted Christ. The second task 
is to open up these traditions in a way that serves the recognition of the vitality 
of the risen Christ's presence. Over against all "Jesulogical" and "kyriological" 

141 



MICHAEL WELKER 

reductions, we must take the Bible seriously as an "astonishingly pluralistic li
brary with traditions covering more than 1500 years" (Heinz Schurmann). Re
formed theology participates in the cultivation and development of the "new 
biblical theology," which insists that "the particular must not be lost in the 
general" (Jon Levenson), and which takes seriously the differences of the di
verse biblical traditions with their various "situations in life." Precisely in their 
differences, they can refer concretely, in a specific regard, to the reality of 
Christ's presence, which every time and culture seeks to grasp in its own way, 
yet which cannot be exhaustively summed up by any time and culture. The 
new "pluralistic" approaches to reflection and research that come under the ti
tle "biblical theology" take seriously the fact that the biblical traditions bring 
to expression experiences of God and expectations of God that are both con
tinuous and discontinuous, that are both compatible with each other and in
compatible, at least in any direct way. Precisely so, they correspond to the 
abundance of human experiences of God's presence, and to the richness and 
vitality of God's glory. 

The pluralistic approach to biblical theology sketched above is accompa
nied by the insight that important, even central theological concepts often 
function in our cultures as no more than ciphers. Complex key religious con
cepts and interrelated clusters of concepts from the biblical traditions ( e.g., 
creation, world, sin, atonement, sacrifice, righteousness, kingdom of God, 
God's Spirit) - concepts that possessed great orienting power - have, by 
manifold accommodation to cultural habits of thought and morality, been 
worn down to the point of being incomprehensible. We must therefore gain 
new access to the contents and forms that were articulated by these "key theo
logical terms." We must gain new access to them in their "situations in life" and 
in their complexity and coherence. For a long time theology has engaged in the 
search for simple, highly integrative abstractions within the forms of power of 
bourgeois piety (abstract theism, personalism, moralism, existential individu
alism, metaphysical holism). Now it is time to rediscover the richness of the 
contents of faith - a richness that does justice to Scripture and to reality. The 
contents of theology can be retrieved only by way of a new biblical-theological 
orientation that critically opposes reductionistic and selective "system
atizations." Their diverse fruitfulness and inherent vitality will be verified only 
on the basis of a perception of their differentiated realistic character. This re
quires theology to be ready to submit its work to the test of interdisciplinary 
collaboration. This also requires theology to take seriously in a new way the 
orienting power of God's word. 

Church and theology today must learn to rediscover, and to aid others in 
rediscovering, the word of God in its excellence, its substantiveness, and its ra
tionality, which is often foreign to us. This does not mean that we ought to ap-
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peal to a principle, an entity, an agent "beyond immanence and transcen
dence," a "'yes' beyond 'yes' and 'no.'" It is essential that we regain a 
substantive concentration on God's word, on its material weight and validity, 
and on its rationality, if the loss of resonance and reality in both church and 
theology is not to continue and to grow worse. We will not regain this concen
tration with the help of a brilliantly exciting idea or a missionary campaign, 
and certainly not in a rhetorical tour de force. Persistently and in many small 
steps, Christians must again be made familiar with the pressing nature of the 
search for God, with active engagement with God and God's word, and with 
delight in the acquisition of religious and theological knowledge and language. 
This holds true both for academic theologians and for so-called laypersons. 
For example, there must at least be renewed access to the experience that the 
shared search for knowledge of God "is worth it," that this also has positive re
percussions for self-knowledge and for orientation in the world. 

In this context we must learn how to discover anew that the Bible is not 
simply "a book," not even a "classic;' as David Tracy and other North American 
theologians have claimed out of the need to make a strong case for the Bible. 
The Bible is at least an interwoven tapestry of classics. The creation accounts 
and the exodus story are "classics," as Amos or Micah, First or Second Isaiah, 
Job, Song of Solomon, and the Psalter are also each classics in themselves. 
Paul's letters are classics, as are the various Synoptic Gospels, Acts of the Apos
tles, or Revelation. This biblical tapestry of classics, this "pluralistic library," 
grew up over one and a half millennia and encompasses a huge amount of hu
man experience in interaction with God. This pluralistic canon offers a great 
abundance of experiences and expectations of God, arising out of the most di
verse exemplary experiences of need and liberation. It also includes expecta
tions on God's part of human beings. This tapestry of classics, this storehouse 
of one and a half millennia both of human experiences of God and of God's 
expectations of human beings, has a two-thousand-year history of effects - a 
history of effects that, in a global perspective, continues in unbroken vitality, 
albeit with limitations in today's Western industrialized nations. 

Theology of God's Word as Theology of Law and Gospel 

The christological determinacy and the biblical breadth of God's word become 
liberating powers and acquire "solid form" as law and gospel. For centuries, 
Christian theology has had difficulty in clearly distinguishing and relating "law 
and gospel." Various biblical traditions emphasize the fact that under the 
power of sin God's good law is enervated and perverted. This fact has repeat
edly led to an abstract opposition between law and gospel. The consequences 
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of a merely negative definition of the law, indeed a caricature of the law, were 
considerable. They were devastating for the relation between the church and 
Israel. They were also destructive of the relation of theology, churches, and pi
ety to the entire spectrum of normative attitudes and forms. Naive and diffuse 
forms of legalism moved into the spaces that were supposedly "free from the 
law." This usually happened in the form of a more or less enthusiastic moral
ism, and in the form of permanent conflicts between styles of piety. Moreover, 
this pattern destroyed the most important bridges to understanding with 
other religions and with serious secular efforts to take account of the faith 
"from outside." 

Reformed theology has seldom allowed itself to be swept along by this 
type of negative distortion and repression of the law. Reformed theology has 
sought to understand theologically the differentiation of the usus politicus legis 
and to carry out this differentiation in practice. With the doctrine of the tertius 
usus legis, Reformed theology has also seen to it that the theology of law re
tained its place in evangelical theology. Admittedly, the specification of this 
place remained contested. Reformed theology has been unable to bring the 
theology of law up to the level of differentiation seen in the biblical traditions. 
One reason for this is unclear terminological moves on the part of Reformed 
theology. The primary reason, however, is that Reformed theology has been 
unable to defuse the concern, particularly dominant in Lutheranism, that an 
insufficient distinction between law and gospel would slough over the power 
of the law perverted by sin. 

In this connection, the third major task involved in developing the theol
ogy of God's word is a theology of law, developed on a biblical basis, with a 
clear distinction between law and gospel. God's law is not an abstract "oppres
sive requirement," like the moral law of the late Kant. Nor is it the Ten Com
mandments. God's law is a dynamic, normative structural complex. From the 
earliest bodies of law onward, it contains three structurally different groups of 
provisions, which reciprocally shape each other. First, there are provisions that 
are directed toward justice between persons of equal position, and that are 
supposed to regulate acute conflicts. Second, the law contains provisions for 
the protection of the weak, the needy, those who are socially disadvantaged 
and not well-off, the poor and the foreigners. Finally, the law presents provi
sions concerning worship and the shared knowledge of God; that is, concern
ing cultic life, the personal and public process of taking up contact with God. 
This shared knowledge of God also contains knowledge of self and world -
specifically, knowledge of self and world that seeks truth: How does our reality 
look in God's eyes? 

Individual provisions of the law change in the course of the Old Testa
ment traditions. The so-called letter changes. But the basic intentions of the 
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law, which are to be grasped in the three pillars of justice, mercy, and knowl
edge of God, are preserved. Matthew 23:23 states that what is most important 
about the law is justice, mercy, and faith. "God's law" thus binds together pro
visions that serve justice, provisions that serve mercy, and provisions that 
serve faith and the public knowledge of God. This normative structural com
plex has made a deep mark on those cultures that are shaped by the Judeo
Christian traditions, and on the ethos and morals of those cultures. Indeed, 
those cultures feed upon that normative structural complex. It is precisely the 
tensions between justice, mercy, and faith that are important in this law and 
for the dynamics of the cultural developments shaped by it. Without mercy, 
without the protection of the weak, there is no justice. Put more precisely, 
there is at most a so-called justice for a specific social stratum, for a specific 
class. There are specific groups of human beings who are then no longer in
cluded by judicial development. Increasingly large circles of human beings fall 
out of the network of rights and responsibilities. The society degenerates. The 
early prophets Amos, Micah, Hosea, and Isaiah gave this diagnosis almost 
2,800 years ago. 

However, mercy is also out of order when it is not oriented toward jus
tice. When human beings are handled paternalistically as mere recipients of 
aid, when they are treated solely in a therapeutic mode, then even well
intentioned mercy is inappropriate. Mercy in the sense of the biblical law must 
always be oriented toward justice and toward the respect and recognition of 
one's fellow human beings. 

The third element of the law - faith, the personal and the public and 
shared knowledge of God, cultic life - is indispensable to the development of 
justice and mercy in the sense of the law. For the biblical traditions of law, 
cultic life and the knowledge of God are not a luxury. Cultic life and the 
knowledge of God not only cultivate "cultural memory" (Jan Assmann). They 
also drive us to knowledge of self and world, in the context of a confessional
imbued search for the truth. Here human beings come together in order to 
come to an understanding about their own history in God's eyes: "You were 
foreigners in Egypt. Therefore you know how a foreigner feels! Therefore you 
ought not to oppress foreigners and those who are weak!" In the cult, in the 
search for God's view of reality, human beings come to an understanding 
about their common history. But they also come to an understanding about 
the foundations of their common future, about their norms. Without such acts 
of specifying a common past and a common future, without shared memories 
and shared expectations, a human society cannot exist. 

We call "ethos" that set of normative evidences which is regarded as the 
indispensable foundation in a society of human beings. Without a culture and 
without an ethos, human beings cannot exist together. Without a culture and 
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without an ethos, there is no consciousness of right and no mercy. Conversely, 
without striving for justice and without continually making the effort to in
clude outsiders and marginalized groups, there is neither a stable culture nor a 
healthy ethos. The components of the law - the provisions concerning jus
tice, the provisions concerning mercy, and the provisions concerning cultic 
life, the public relation to God and before God - thus hang together in mani
fold ways. Even today they shape our culture, although as a rule their workings 
are hidden. They have entered into our subconscious, our attitudes, our his
tory, our art, our education, and our institutions, and have become their "in
visible foundations." A theology of God's word must also clarify and cultivate 
these foundations of culture within the framework of a theology of law. 

On the basis of its dogmatic foundations, Reformed theology is practi
cally unmatched by any other theology in terms of its capacity and responsibil
ity to take up this important third task. Yet the act of taking it up must not lead 
us to overlook the corruptibility of God's good law and of our best morals 
shaped by that law. To be sure, Reformed theology must help us understand 
"the glory" of the law. It must help us understand why the law brings to expres
sion for Israel God's entire will and God's revelation. It must help us under
stand why Jesus, when asked "What shall I do to enter the kingdom of God?" 
first points to the law: not only to the Ten Commandments but also to the 
other legal traditions. It must help us understand that the freedom of the gos
pel cannot simply be played off against the law, that one cannot simply write, 
at the cost of the law: Here the bad, enslaving law; there the good, liberating 
gospel. This painting in black and white has not only had devastating conse
quences for the relation between Christians and Jews. It also has greatly ham
pered and obscured Christian knowledge of God. It has contributed to the gos
pel being unclear and nebulous. It has pushed theology out of the position of a 
competent participant in debates about powers shaping our ethos and allowed 
theology to become helplessly dependent on moral trends and on the mass 
media's control of resonance (Resonanzsteuerung). 

However, the classically Reformed appreciation of the law must not lead 
to a failure to recognize that the law can be and is corrupted by the power of 
sin. It must not lead to slouching over the possibility and reality of that cor
ruption. Reformed theology, in its efforts to renew the theology of the word of 
God, must resist all frivolous theologies that abstract from human beings' cap
tivity under the power of sin, either because they are too well mannered and 
proper, or because they are helpless to avoid doing so. Reformed theology must 
not only join the early prophets in naming the perversion of justice, the misuse 
of the cult, and the refusal to practice mercy. It must also, as a theology of the 
crucified Christ, draw attention again and again to the situation in which reli
gion, law, politics, morality, rulers and ruled, natives and foreigners make com-
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mon cause against God's word and God's presence. Finally, always returning 
to the theology of the cross as its point of departure, Reformed theology must 
again and again call attention to the creative power of God's word. It must 
bear witness to that word's creative power, which overcomes the power of sin, 
renews and lifts up Christian persons and communities in the church of all 
times and regions of the world, and radiates a beneficent influence on their en
vironments. 

Reformed Theology as Attentiveness to the Creativity of God's 
Word and to Evangelical Freedom 

Without the cross of Christ and the recognition that human beings are threat
ened by the power of sin, it is impossible to understand that God's word is a 
creative power that transforms and renews human beings and their life rela
tions. As long as human beings trust only in the powers of education and the 
media, or in the help of political, judicial, moral, and religious norms and 
forms, they will remain deaf to God's word. They will turn their attention 
again to the renewing and restoring power of the divine word only when they 
recognize that the normative forms that are supposed to serve their education, 
their entertainment, the ordering of their life together, and the ordering of 
their relation to God can be completely distorted and perverted. That is, they 
will turn their attention to the restorative power of God's word only when they 
become sensitive to the ways in which their norms and forms of life are sys
tematically and systemically endangered. 

A new attentiveness, a new sensitivity to the creative power of God's 
word will not be awakened by threats, by depicting in detail the captivity of 
human beings under the power of sin and the ways in which this captivity is 
detrimental to life. Instead theology in general, and Reformed theology in par
ticular, must kindle well-grounded delight in the creativity of God's word, in 
the word's establishment of strong persons and of lively, exemplary human 
communities. In doing so, Reformed theology must make clear that the cre
ativity of the word cannot be separated from the activity of God's Spirit or 
from the presence of the risen Christ. This is the fourth task of a renewal of the 
theology of God's word. Human beings encounter the viva vox evangelii, the 
living voice of the divine word, in its threefold form as revelation, Scripture, 
and proclamation. It does not sound without its witnesses, just as the risen 
Christ is "not without his own" (Luther and Barth), and just as the Holy Spirit 
does not become manifest without those whom the Spirit grasps and upon 
whom the Spirit comes. 

Through the living word, human beings are filled with God's powers 
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with each other and for each other. They become bearers of God's presence, 
They can participate in God's powers, of which Dietrich Bonhoeffer says: 
"Wondrously attended and protected by beneficent powers, we await with 
calm and good courage whatever may come. God is with us: morning and eve
ning and most assuredly every new day." In the evangelical freedom mediated 
by God's word, each person can become a salutary wellspring of strength, an 
embodiment of those beneficent powers. Even in our pluralistic and so-called 
postmodern lives and societies, which elude the grasp of any one analytical 
perspective, it is possible to rediscover this evangelical freedom. But how? And 
to what extent is this rediscovery tied to God's word as it is revealed in Jesus 
Christ, attested in the biblical traditions, and articulated in the forms of law 
and gospel? 

At first glance the crucifixion of Christ presents us with a chaotic situa
tion. The whole world has turned against God: Jews and Gentiles, natives and 
foreigners, rulers and ruled, the powerful circles of leadership and the so-called 
general public. They all work together against Christ and against God's presence 
in him. Even the disciples abandon him and flee. The act of making the cross 
present and of "proclaiming Christ's death" focuses our attention on blatant in
justice, blatant mercilessness, the night of godlessness and of abandonment by 
God, a situation of chaos in which the only thing left to say is "My God, why 
have you abandoned me?!" It is into this situation that the gospel, the good news, 
is proclaimed. It is a strange good news, which initially gives rise not only to en
thusiasm but also to doubts and anxieties. The news is that "Christ is risen;' and 
for this reason the gospel is also called the ''gospel of the resurrection." 

This good news does not simply turn the night of the cross into day in 
one fell stroke. The good news is by no means as triumphalistic or as clear and 
unshakable as has been repeatedly maintained. "But many doubted," say bibli
cal texts. The good news, the gospel, did not descend from heaven with claps of 
thunder in such a way that no one could avoid it. Nor does it come in that way 
today. As God's word, the gospel comes to qiverse witnesses in diverse life situ
ations. And it comes to them in strange ways. The story of the disciples travel
ing to Emmaus is especially instructive. They encounter Jesus. But the text says 
their eyes are kept from recognizing the risen Christ. Then they sit together at 
table, and he breaks the bread, thanks God, and gives it to them. At that point 
their eyes are opened. But then the text does not say: and Jesus remained with 
them, and together they lived happily for such and such a time. Instead it says: 
''And he vanished from their sight." The good news does not say: Jesus is sim
ply here again! The pre-Easter Jesus of Nazareth is here again! The good news 
does not say that after Easter things are again as they were before Easter. Jesus 
is here again, as if nothing had happened. Instead the good news, the gospel, 
says: here is the risen and exalted Christ, who is present in a wholly new way. 
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The risen, ascended Christ enters into many and diverse contexts of life. 
We read in Mark that "he was revealed in another form." He no longer attains 
presence in his individual, pre-Easter body, but in the body of Christ, in his 
church, in the community of believers. Modern common sense is quick to re
spond: therefore the resurrection is an illusion; it was nothing but fantasy. By 
contrast, the biblical texts say: On the one hand, the appearances are indeed 
appearances. The encounter with the risen Christ is not like an encounter with 
a neighbor or with the letter carrier. On the other hand, these appearances of 
the risen Christ involve a reality that definitely can be perceived by the senses. 
Here Jesus, the Jesus who had been killed, becomes present for diverse wit
nesses as a reality that could not arise at all if it consisted only of the encounter 
with a natural, earthly human being. He is present in a power and vitality 
vastly superior to the power and vitality of a merely earthly human being. Not 
only is he grounded in the reality of Jesus of Nazareth, he also creates a reality: 
he creates the reality of the church of Christ. 

Through this new reality of the risen Christ and the reality of the body of 
Christ, God engages evil. With this reality God moves against the misuse of re
ligion, politics, the law, and morality, and against the sin that has perverted the 
good law into something bad. Human beings are returned to justice, mercy, 
and the knowledge of God. They are enabled to hope, to love, to believe. Pre
cisely because the gospel grows out of many different experiences of witnesses, 
it is a message that liberates in continually new ways. In continually new ways, 
God's word calls people out of compulsion and captivity. This liberating power 
of the gospel, which grows out of diverse testimonies and diverse encounters 
with the risen Christ, is a creative power. 

This power of the word cannot be separated from the activity of the Holy 
Spirit, which, according to the promise of the prophet Joel, lays hold of men 
and women, old and young, bond and free, and enables them to engage in 
proclamation. The Pentecost account in Acts 2 cites this promise. In addition, 
the Pentecost account says that human beings have come together out of vari
ous lands, out of various regions, out of various traditions, with various lan
guages. Wherever one looks in the story, people are coming together who can
not understand each other. But the outpouring of the Spirit enables these 
persons to perceive the "mighty acts ofGod." The Pentecost account highlights 
more dramatically and in more extreme terms than the resurrection accounts 
that the testimony of the church, the vitality of God's word in proclamation, is 
a vitality that grows out of diverse voices and languages, out of diverse envi
ronments and traditions, and out of groups of people who do not understand 
each other. The "good news" is news that enters into diverse direction~, fri9l-.: r 
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tions, languages, and ears and is passed on by diverse directions, traditions;' 
languages, and voices, yet leads to clarity, to shared understanqfng. 
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This says something important about evangelical freedom and about the 
word of God. The vitality of this word, the power of the gospel, the message of 
faith, comes to human beings from many sides and from many voices. How
ever, it is a clear message, a message that bears witness to God's mighty acts, to 
the resurrected Christ and to Christ's action for us. This message is rich and 
creative, and it self-critically exposes itself to differences and to a correspond
ing vitality. At least it does so when ecclesial relations are healthy. With each 
other and for each other, human beings in great number disclose God's reality. 
The body of Christ not only consists of diverse members, but also has at its dis
posal diverse gifts. They are called char isms, gifts of the Spirit. God's Spirit en
dows human beings with diverse gifts, and by their interplay they lead to an in
creasingly complete knowledge of Christ and to an increasingly rich 

edification of the community. 
Today we call such relations "pluralistic." The early church apparently 

did not know today's widespread anxiety over "pluralism." It was not yet famil
iar with the confusion between creative pluralism and relativism. Instead it saw 
that the vitality of God's word and the freedom of the gospel are tied up with 
the fact that no single human being and no single hierarchy can define what 
truth is. Evangelical freedom consists in the good news again and again grow
ing anew out of many voices, out of many testimonies of faith. This does not 
mean trotting out all sorts of wildly divergent religious opinions. We must 
clearly distinguish over and over again between the creative pluralism of the 
Spirit and destructive relativism. Evangelical freedom is not religious arbitrari
ness. The message of the gospel is the message of liberation from the night of 
the cross. God did not abandon human beings to their attempts to cut them
selves loose from God and to oppose God's presence. God did not hand human 
beings over to the consequences of the misuse of justice and of the knowledge 
of God. In the power of the resurrection and through the gift of the good 
Spirit, God turns again to the world. A new righteousness, God's righteous
ness, is· established on earth. That is what God's word says in the form of the 

gospel. . 
Inasmuch as, in God's word, God turns again to the world, human bemgs 

are invited and enabled to entrust themselves to the presence of the risen 
Christ and to the beneficent powers of life, and to oppose the forces of injus
tice, destruction, delusion, and self-encapsulation. In the community of those 
who live and bear witness to the freedom of the gospel, human beings are 
taken on the way of the coming kingdom of God. For this reason the gospel is 
called not only the gospel of God, the gospel of Christ, and the gospel of the 
resurrection, but also the "gospel of God's kingdom." 

What is God's kingdom, and how do I enter it? This question was put to 
Jesus, and his first answer was to point to God's law. "You have heard what has 
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been said to you," he says, and then points to the Ten Commandments and to 
the great legal traditions. The kingdom of God most definitely has something 
to do with the fulfillment of the law - and this means with the perfection of 
justice, mercy, and the knowledge of God. At the same time, God's kingdom is 
a powerful reality in which God over and over again engages human distor
tions of the law, perversions of justice, refusals to show mercy, and roadblocks 
to the knowledge of God. God does this by making human beings, through 
God's word and God's Spirit, capable of evangelical freedom. 

This means that human beings are placed over and over again in the 
presence of Christ. Their participation in the "body of Christ" is renewed and 
confirmed. At the same time, this means that God gives them diverse gifts of 
the Spirit. God enables them to give diverse and common testimonies of faith, 
and to live the communion in the body of Christ shared by its members. God 
enables them to work against religious one-sidedness and distortion. God en
ables them, on the basis of the richness of their testimonies, to bear witness to 
the presence of Christ in God's word and in the activity of God's Spirit. God 
enables them to take other human beings along on God's way. God enables 
them to be good seed and to bear abundant fruit, as is said in the parable of 
God's kingdom. In the midst of earthly life relations, a new reality is in the pro
cess of becoming. A new power is intervening in the interplay of the powers of 
this world. The kingdom of God is alive, continually in the process of coming 
and becoming. In the ,Lord's Prayer human beings pray over and over for its 
coming. 

The coming kingdom of God, like the activity of the Spirit and the ac
tivity of the word, is not something that arrives like a train or a bus, so we 
could say now it is here or now it is not yet here. Instead the kingdom of God 
is already at work among us, and at the same time is still to come. It is tran
scendent and comes to us from the future, and at the same time it is in our 
midst, a living presence. It is externally visible inasmuch as proclamation, 
love, justice, and mercy bear fruit. At the same time, it is hidden in human 
hearts, in memories and expectations. God's kingdom is thus no illusion, but 
rather the form in which God's rule extends into this reality by taking human 
beings into God's service. God acts in the world by taking human beings into 
God's service; that is, God acts in the world with a frequently depressing fra
gility, inconspicuousness, and uncertainty. God acts in the world by selecting 
persons to spread God's word and God's will, and to bear witness to them. 
God does this by enabling persons, by means of God's word, to take advan
tage of evangelical freedom. 

Today, too, evangelical freedom can be discovered in the interplay of 
those who bear witness to the cross of Christ and to the continual jeopardizing 
and self-jeopardizing of the world, and who proclaim the resurrection and the 
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reality of Christ's presence among human beings. Evangelical freedom and the 
creativity of God's word can be discovered in the interplay of those who give 
expression to the outpouring of the Spirit and to the sanctification of human 
beings by means of the creative collaboration of men and women, old and 
young, persons of different social strata, cultures, traditions, and languages. 
Evangelical freedom and the sanctification of human beings can be discovered 
in the community that announces the coming kingdom of God, and at the 
same time prays and works for an increasingly clear presence of that kingdom. 

In the Reformation, the discovery of evangelical freedom set in motion a 
great wave of renewal. What occurred was a renewal not only of the church but 
also of culture and society through the founding of schools, a transformation 
of education, and a transformation of political relations. Today, too, we need a 
renewal of culture, a new connection between individualism and communal 
sense, a new engagement for justice and the protection of the weak, a new seri
ousness in the search for truth and knowledge of God, a clear distinction be
tween creative pluralism and relativism, a new persistence in the endeavor to 
spread the good seed of God's word. The knowledge of the form and power of 
evangelical freedom provides encouragement for this renewal. It is the task of 
Reformed theology to take part in working for this renewal, which will re
dound to Reformed theology's own renewal and revitalization. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Potential Contributions of 
Reformed Theology to Ecumenical 

Discussion and Praxis 

Beatriz Melano 

Nobody doubts that the adventure of theology will never come to an end. It 
forms part of our human responsibility in relation to the grace that has 

been given to us. If that is quite clear to us as a premise, we will be less exposed 
to the risk of the kind of dogmatism which throughout the history of the 
church has led and is still leading to individualistic religious legalism - in the 
pejorative sense of the term - and to strictly normative ethics in which the 
law predominates over the freedom and grace of the gospel. 

Georges Casalis emphasizes that Calvinist theology 

does not define itself as an academic exercise but as a witness given in a sit
uation .... Calvin links theology inseparably to history: there is no theolo
gia perennis, there are only provisional attempts with the purpose of nur
turing and explaining the actual life of the christian community. That is 
why all unchangeable fixations of orthodoxy or of scientific pseudo
theology present the risk of the theological creation related to a precise 
time and place. l 

For this reason, as we follow one of the basic principles of the Refor
mation - ecclesia reformata semper reformanda - as a messianic comm uni-

1. Georges Casalis, Protestantisme (Paris: Collection Encyclopedie Larousse, 1976), 
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