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Greetings Cyberbrethren:

Knocking Everywhere, but Nowhere in Particular

I mentioned yesterday that a “must read” for anyone who wants to begin to try to make sense of the state of Christianity in the USA is Philip Lee’s book Against the Protestant Gnostics (Oxford University Press: 1987). I opened it up early this morning and was again struck by how powerfully it presents critical truths. First some thoughts from me, then from Lee.

Do you find yourself wondering sometimes how it is that so much of American Christianity is constantly moving from one fad to another, from one trend to another, from one “big new thing” to another . . . Promise Keepers, What Would Jesus Do, Left Behind, Prayer of Jabez, Forty Days of Purpose, etc.  etc. etc. etc. . . . always on the prowl for the latest and greatest and newest and best offer of a robust spiritual life with God? Why? Because the vast majority of American Christianity have either never heard of, or have never internalized, the blessed reality of Christ’s true presence in His Church through the Means of Grace: Word and Sacrament.

It is tempting for Lutherans to look fondly on the supposed greener pastures of whatever appears to be “working” in other churches. There is a deep sense of insecurity among some among us. The sense that Lutheranism simply isn’t “up to the job” when it comes to a vibrant, active, missionary-oriented church life. It is tempting therefore to think that if only we enacted this program or that, or took on the veneer of another kind of piety or spirituality that we would thereby unlock those magical gates that lead to growth and success, when all along the treasures of the church are before us. 

The danger facing our church is the temptation to fall into the anti-creedal and a-creedal, individualistic, “what’s in it for me” approach to Christianity, a Christianity that looks with suspicion on the history of the church, that regards the history of the past fifty years as more significant than the previous 2,000 years, a Christianity intent on catering to “felt needs” than real needs, a Christianity that puts the focus on the individual and his/her emotions and feelings and “decision for Jesus,” an American Christianity that is more the child of American Pragmatism than Biblical Orthodoxy. What is lacking among Lutherans is not the resources, nor the knowledge, but the commitment to these treasures. 

Ask yourself this question. Why are some among us more “fired up” about studying a Baptist pastor’s “Forty Days of Purpose” than receiving the Lord’s Supper every Sunday? Why is there more excitement about huddling in small groups talking about “my purpose in life” trying to identify the “x steps” toward that than in standing in the actual presence of Christ in Word and Sacrament during the Divine Service to receive the forgiveness, life and salvation the atonement earned for us? Why has one become the “old manna in the wilderness” and the other the more attractive alternative? Do we still believe what the Bible says about the preached Word, Holy Baptism, Holy Absolution and Holy Communion? Do we really? Does it animate everything happening in our congregations? 

Let me allow Lee to make the case. These quotes from are from the chapter titled, “Syncretism: From the Particular to the Nebulous.”

“The ancient Gnostics did not find it acceptable to confine themselves to the intelligence of the apostles. They were not at all prepared to place all their eggs in such a small basket. For Gnosticism by its very nature is syncretistic: it accepts ‘the intermingling of given ideas and images,’ as normal and necessary for faith.

“Christian orthodoxy is syncretistic by accident. As we have seen, in its missionary zeal and in its interaction with neighboring religions, the Church has been inadvertently influenced by many other faiths. Orthodoxy, however, in all its twists and turns, is pointed in one direction, that of Jesus Christ the incarnate Son of God. The one direction is guaranteed through the orthodox community’s regular celebration of Word and Sacrament.

“Gnostic syncretism could not accept the one direction. How could its multiple agenda be realized through the Crucified One? In fact, the Christ present at His Eucharist, as a single focus, denied what gnosis considered to be the supreme goals of religion: alienation from the world, secret knowledge, escape from the world, escape into self and special status for knowledgeable ones.

“Gnostic syncretism involves not only an acceptance of many beliefs and practices, but a denial of the particular belief and the particular practice that make Christianity, Christianity. Many ideas, all lacking in subordination, aid and abet the Gnostic cause; particularity, a single focus, represents a threat to the Gnostic thought pattern.

“It is difficult to see how American Protestantism, deeply rooted in Calvinistic theology, could have moved in the direction of syncretistic religion. Calvin himself was quite clear about the single focus of faith. .  . . How then could what began with definite concepts of event, means of grace, and sacramental life have become transformed into the present Protestantism, often so indefinite and nebulous? Is it possible that Calvin himself left a loophole for Gnostic misinterpretation and even for Gnostic syncretism?

“Even Wendel, the great student and advocate of Calvin’s theology, conceded that there was room for ambiguity in Calvin’s doctrine of the sacrament. He understood Calvin as believing that “we may attain to it [union with Christ] by other means, such as preaching, reading the Bible, or prayer,” that is, by other means than through the sacraments. This open question was to lead North American followers onto a lonely road and, finally, into a Gnostic way far remove from “the ancient paths, where the good way is.”

“The Puritan follows of Calvin heard their teacher loud and clear on the matter of the sovereignty of God. Because God is sovereign, He has no obligation to use the sacraments. If God wishes to cleanse us by other means than by baptism, He can. If He chooses to nourish us by other means than Holy Communion, He certain can. They began to infer from this premise that God does not choose such means to save us. And because God is not bound to employ the Church itself to do His work, the Church does not occupy and essential role in redemption. . . . At least in theory the Incarnate Christ still held center stage. What was being lost during this period was the single focus on Christ within His Church, Christ as He presents Himself in Word and Sacrament. What was slipping away was a unified view of the world guaranteed by a particular means of grace.

“Left with no definite means of grace, no certitude or even comfort . .  .grace had become unspecified, generalized and was, therefore, unrecognizable and unable to offer any real comfort or confidence.

“Human beings can only live so long without comfort. How could one help but resent a God who refused to put His heart into His creation and who leaves His creatures alone and afraid without access to Himself? Emily Dickinson, in her desperate search for concrete grace, kept the Sabbath “staying at home” because there was more beauty to be found in nature than in Church.  She continued, however, to look toward the Puritan Savior for help: “At least-to pray-is left-is left; O Jesus-in the Air; I know not which thy chamber is; I’m knocking everywhere; Thou settest Earthquake in the South; And Maelstrom, in the sea; Say, Jesus Christ of Nazareth; Hast thou no Arm for me?”

 “Knocking everywhere, but nowhere in particular, she makes the frightening discovery that grace is nowhere. The Gnosticized Jesus “in the Air” now disconnected from his Church and his sacraments, will not or cannot help.”

“It would seem that because the Church has somehow been forced into the competitive marketplace of ideas, like other competitors in advertising and merchandising, it must abandon clear thinking. Rather than the Church acting on the basis of what it is taught through Christ, the Church’s teaching is based on what it is, in fact, already doing. Given this new sequence, it is difficult to understand how Protestantism is to experience anything that could be called a Reformation.

“Unfortunately the critique of liberalism has come and continues to come chiefly from an evangelicalism which has an equal disdain for anything concrete in the Christian faith. If possible, the evangelicals were more suspicious of the sacraments than were their liberal opponents. Using the argument that a too frequent celebration of Holy Communion would detract from proper reverence for the event, most evangelical churches ministered the Supper no more than four times a year. This quarterly celebration has become so general a practice that it is often thought of as the normal Protestant tradition. Evangelicals would be loathe to acknowledge that this infrequent practice of the Eucharist was first suggested by a Roman Catholic theologian, Peter of Blois (b. 1204), and that it’s rationalization bears a passing resemblance to the Roman notion that a frequent gazing upon the Eucharist could replace the actual reception of the elements. The Protestant custom is in effect a sort of spiritual reservation of the host. It is probably that spiritual reservation is rooted in the prevailing Protestant fear of things and founded on the logic that because God does not require particular objects to effect His salvation, neither do we require them to receive His salvation.”
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