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“Unlike most suburban megachurches, much of Redeemer is remarkably traditional. 
What is not traditional is Dr. Keller’s skill in speaking the language of his urbane 
audience.”1 This statement from the New York Times sums up the appeal of Tim-
othy Keller2 to modern-day Reformed preachers, as well as the reason why he 
is seen by some as a danger to Reformed theology and doctrine. Engaging with 
Keller is more concerned about the latter: “We think that…difficulty arises from 
the very challenging task that Keller has assigned himself—to communicate the 
old orthodoxy in ‘relevant’ ways to a contemporary, postmodern audience” (17).

In the General Introduction, ground rules are clearly laid out. The editors ac-
knowledge Keller’s intention to teach orthodox truth, but question whether his 
teachings are, biblically speaking, accurate expositions of Reformed faith (17). 
They want to elicit “fruitful public debate” and “to provoke one another to a great-

1 Michael Luo, “Preaching the Word and Quoting the Voice”, New York Times, February 6, 
2006, accessed January 28, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/26/nyregion/26evangelist.
html?pagewanted=print.

2 Dr. Timothy (Tim) Keller is the founding pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, 
New York.
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er conformity to Christ and his word” (7). But do they succeed in proving Keller’s 
failure to transmit Reformed truths? Does this publication help towards sanctifi-
cation, or will it unnecessarily discredit an influential Reformed pastor?

Seven key areas receive attention. In chapter one, Iain Campbell examines sin, 
particularly Keller’s rebranding thereof. Campbell points out the centrality of the 
doctrine of sin to the gospel, saying that it should be defined as breaking God’s 
law and not merely as “that which replaces God in giving a person his or her iden-
tity” (36-37), making idolatry basic with all other sins resulting from it. Campbell 
says the nature of sin is not idol-making, but law-breaking, with the manufactur-
ing of idols as a result; Keller’s definition ignores the fact that man is “enslaved 
in a condition of implacable hostility to God” (45). Campbell concludes that this 

“rebranding of sin” leads to “a truncating of the gospel” (61).
Campbell’s core question—whether breaking God’s law is a result of idolatry/

self-centeredness, or vice versa—is undermined when he himself describes sin as 
that which robs God of his glory. If God does not get the glory, who does? Defin-
ing sin as robbing God of his glory is in line with orthodox faith: Augustine,3 
Luther, and Calvin all subscribed to this definition, and Keller himself points out 
that he gets his view of sin as idolatry from Luther.4 Campbell quotes Don Carson 
to show the importance of a full-orbed view of sin, but this quotation seems to 
strengthen Keller’s view rather than his own, as Carson also describes sin as “re-
bellion against God” (61). Ultimately, law-breaking and self-centeredness are two 
sides of the same coin, namely rebellion. If Keller’s view is one-sided, he may be 
guilty as charged, but care should be taken if it all just boils down to emphases. 
Campbell’s hinting that Keller’s view of sin as idolatry negates the necessity of 
penal substitution further harms his analysis: a genuine attempt to understand 
Keller’s views from all his work reveals the contrary. If Keller truly negates penal 
substitution, why would it be named as one of the doctrines which he “hits very 
hard” in his preaching?5

In chapter two, William Schweitzer discusses the interrelated doctrines of 
judgment and hell (65). He acknowledges that these topics feature in Keller’s 
preaching but questions the way in which Keller communicates them to post-
modernists. Schweitzer worries that Keller is filling these doctrines with new con-
tent. He questions Keller’s view that hell is self-chosen and consequently that 

3 Augustine of Hippo, “A Treatise on the Spirit and the Letter,” in Saint Augustin: Anti-Pelagian 
Writings (ed. Philip Schaff; trans. Peter Holmes; A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers of the Christian Church, First Series, vol. 5; New York: Christian Literature Company, 
1887).

4 Keller, “Preaching the gospel in a post-modern world” (D.Min program: Reformed Theological 
Seminary, 2002). Accessed February 1, 2010 at http://www.eucatastrophe.com/blog/wp-content/
uploads/2006/12/keller-on-preaching-syllabus.pdf (unpublished), 93.

5 Keller, “Preaching the Gospel,” 140.
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God does not condemn people to hell: Keller apparently assigns more force to the 
free will of man than to the power and sovereignty of God. Keller is at fault when 
he teaches that man stays in hell by his own choice, for it is God who sends people 
there and decides they must stay there. Keller ignores God’s personal role and 
initiative in judicial sentencing or inflicting wrath. Schweitzer criticizes Keller for 
depicting the punishment of hell as “the absence of God.” He uses the Westmin-
ster Confession to support his view that hell is rather God’s awful and wrathful 
presence (82-84). In this way Schweitzer says Keller is wrong in using Jonathan 
Edwards’ sermon on “The Importance of Hell” to support his views (84-89).

Schweitzer clearly outlines the doctrines of judgment and wrath. His main 
question is whether or not God’s wrath and judgment are active or passive6—but 
must one choose between these two? Does the Bible not teach both? According to 
Schweitzer, Keller’s use of Romans 1:24 does not soundly support the passive 
aspect of God’s judgment and wrath, even though he himself has to admit to some 
sort of passive aspect from the same text (72-73). And Schweitzer’s use of the 
Westminster Confession seems rather one-sided. A careful reading reveals that the 
Confession (5.6) could also support Keller’s view of this passive aspect.7 Schweit-
zer offers too little evidence to question Keller’s orthodoxy on this matter. At 
most one might concede that Keller, in some of his publications, over-emphasizes 
this passive aspect. Deep engagement with Keller’s sermons convincingly shows 
that he is not weak on wrath and subscribes to orthodox views. 8

In chapter three, Kevin Bidwell focuses on Keller’s use of the “divine dance” 
as a Trinitarian image. Bidwell is concerned that the introduction of new language 
to articulate the Trinity will lead to misunderstanding and feels that Keller’s im-
age “does not refer to the eternal movements of begetting and procession or of 
unity being based on consubstantiality” (103). He thinks there is little scriptural 
or historical support or support for the use of this image, calling it an “etymo-
logical fallacy” in reference to perichoresis, with six problematic implications 
(106, 109, 113-25). 9 Bidwell acknowledges Keller’s commitment to the ortho-

6 The same argument applies to the critique that Keller represents hell as being removed from the 
presence of God. There are two sides to this concept as well. Being in hell indeed means to be in 
the wrathful presence of God as suggested by Schweitzer, but it also means being removed from 
the gracious presence of the Father. Is that not the reason why Jesus called out, “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 27:46 ESV).

7 Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, with a History and Critical Notes: The Evangelical 
Protestant Creeds, with Translations, vol. 3 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1882), 614.

8 See Tony Reinke, “Is Tim Keller weak on wrath?”, March 1, 2014, accessed March 17, 2014, http://
www.desiringgod.org/blog/posts/is-tim-keller-weak-on-wrath. Also cf. the following sermons by 
Keller: “The wrath of God” (John 18:1-14); “The God of love and fury” (John 3:13-36); “The dark 
garden” (Matt 26:36-46); “Why life doesn’t make sense?; His judgment” (Matt 11:20-30); “The 
parable of the beggar; On hell.” (Luke 16:19-31); “Hell” (Luke 16:19-21); “Accepting the judge” 
(John 12:41-50); “The dangerous God” (1 Pet 3:1-13).

9 (1) It does not uphold the unity of the Godhead based on essence; (2) The ‘divine dance’ move-
ments portray the wrong kind of motion within the Trinity; (3) It does not promote a balanced 



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW | 2014  c  Volume 3 • Issue 2

100

doxy of this doctrine and his desire to convey it. It is therefore sometimes difficult 
to establish whether he is criticizing Keller’s use of imagery or his belief in the 
Trinity itself.10 The “divine dance” image indeed has limitations when trying to 
illustrate the Trinity, but this implies that every image ever used to explain it 
should also be critiqued, and these will all fall short of explaining the Trinity in its 
truest sense.

In chapter four, Peter Naylor examines Keller’s view on the twofold mission 
of the church in the world, i.e. (1) to preach the gospel and (2) to do justice. In 
response, Naylor lays out five fundamental principles for mission.11 He reckons 
Keller erred in assigning the work of governing bodies to the church. Keller fur-
ther misses the fact that Old Testament law was not meant to impose the covenant 
culture and the law’s justice upon other nations, as it was given to regulate the life 
of the covenant people: the New Testament church’s support to the poor was 
directed towards its members in correspondence with the Old Testament phrase 

“within your gates,” while the word “stranger” was used in the Old Testament not 
merely to depict immigrants (Keller’s point of emphasis) to Israel, but those who 
enter the context of God’s people (149-51). Keller’s interpretation of jubilee trad-
itions is also questioned. Naylor indicates that these laws were meant to preserve 
a person’s property and not to relativize it or to redistribute wealth. The duties of 
church and state may not be confused. Naylor therefore emphasizes the principal 
task of the church, namely to preach the gospel, and suggests that Keller is dilut-
ing this task by focusing too much on social action (161).

Are these considerations indeed denied or even ignored by Keller? The real 
question seems to be whether Keller is so obsessed with social justice that it dis-
torts his view of the most fundamental of human needs. From the same passage 
(Isa 42:1–7) Naylor uses to conclude that Keller’s view of justice is horizontal 
and thus not truly biblical, Keller himself convincingly shows in a sermon that 
justice is to be understood vertically as a broken relationship with God which re-
sults in broken relationships with our fellow man.12 Although a distinction should 
be made between the role of the church as an institution and as an organ, it is not 

presentation of the Trinity as found in the Nicene Creed; (4) It undermines the divine order be-
tween the persons of the Godhead; (5) It has the danger of tri-theism; and (6) It undermines the 
authority structure that is directly related to redemption.

10 For Keller’s views on the Trinity, confer the following sermons: “The triune God” (Matt 28:16-20); 
“The glory of the triune God” (John 17:1-6, 20-26); “Father, Son and Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:9-13).

11 139-44: (1) The church may not act without a mandate; (2) There are three spheres: family, nation 
and church; (3) We must distinguish between the body and its members; (4) We must distinguish 
between members and office-bearers; and (5) We must distinguish between Jesus’s mission and 
the church’s mission.

12 Timothy J. Keller, “A bruised reed he will not break” in The Timothy Keller Sermon Archive 
(New York: Redeemer Presbyterian Church, 2013).
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always clear-cut. Where Naylor accuses Keller of distorting the vocation of the 
church in these two aspects, he himself tends to overemphasize the distinction.

Next, Richard Holst evaluates Keller’s hermeneutical practice. Holst starts by 
critiquing Keller’s use of parables—especially that of the Prodigal Son—as inter-
pretative tools to understand other parts of the Bible, thus reversing the principle 
of using clearer parts of Scripture to interpret less clear parts (180). Perhaps, he 
suggests, Keller could not find other scriptural support for his view on certain 
doctrines, so he reverted to using less clear passages such as parables. Holst then 
focuses on Keller’s use of “secondary aspects of a text as the main warrant for 
what he wishes to teach” (182-86). He thinks some of Keller’s implications drawn 
from certain texts are not “good and necessary consequences” but rather logical 
fallacies13 (186-89). 

Holst accuses Keller of depending upon certain suppositions in order to get to 
his desired interpretation, but fails to show convincingly why Keller’s interpreta-
tions are based on suppositions; only his evaluation of Keller’s interpretation of 
Numbers 12 is convincing enough. At one point Holst admits that Keller acknow-
ledges the very point he is accused of ignoring. If he had evaluated Keller’s her-
meneutical principles by reference to his preaching syllabus, Holst might have 
come to a different conclusion, perhaps seeing a more consistent adherence to 
Reformed hermeneutical principles.14

Schweitzer, returning in chapter six, asks: “Does Tim Keller bridge the gap 
between creation and evolution?” Keller seems, to him, to be moving away from 

“the proper domain of faithful apologetics” by trying to accommodate evolution-
ism within the Christian faith; Keller does not sufficiently emphasize the differ-
ence between “objective findings of biology” and a “grand theory for everything” 
(195). He wants Keller to be clearer on the difference between “science” as ob-
jective data and as the consensus pronouncements of scientific authorities. 
Schweitzer accuses Keller of calling into question a literal reading of Scripture 
and shows why he thinks that Keller’s (apparent) view that God created through 
evolutionary processes is not true to biblical teaching (202-204). 

Schweitzer draws heavily here on Keller’s paper, “Creation, Evolution, and 
Christian Laypeople.”15 Even though Schweitzer’s concerns about Keller’s stand 
on evolution may be valid, he sometimes wrongly considers some of what is writ-

13 He feels for example that Keller’s explanation of the older brothers’ role in the parable of the 
Prodigal Son is not self-evident in the context of Luke 15 and could not therefore be exegetically 
defended.

14 Cf. Keller, “Preaching the Gospel,” 16, 19, 26, 29, 189. See also Keller, “Creation, Evolution 
and Christian Laypeople” (The Biologos Foundations, 2009), 9, accessed May 14, 2014 at http://
biologos.org/uploads/projects/Keller_white_paper.pdf.

15 Keller, “Creation, Evolution and Christian Laypeople,” cited immediately above.
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ten in this paper as Keller’s personal views.16 Schweitzer rightly points out the 
dangers evolution poses for certain doctrines.17 He admits, however, that Keller is 
not ignorant of the impact evolution theory could have on these truths, though he 
describes himself as an “old age progressive creationist” who believes in a literal 
Adam and Eve (205). Keller knows the danger a non-literal Adam and Eve would 
pose on the teachings of Paul, for example.18

This essay fails to recognize Keller’s own uncertainty on some aspects of this 
topic. In the “Creation” paper, Keller frequently uses phrases such as “it could be,” 

“it is possible,” and “there are many who…” From Keller’s sermon on Genesis 1 
it is clear that he is not at all comfortable with every aspect of evolution.19 Even 
though Keller makes his views on the authority of the Bible very clear,20 Schweit-
zer tries to discredit him in this regard (202 n. 18). Although some of Schweitzer’s 
conclusions seem valid, others seem to be based on guesswork and unsubstan-
tiated deductions.

In the final chapter, D. G. Hart examines Keller’s Presbyterian ecclesiology. 
He says Keller is not well known “for practicing or defending a Presbyterian form 
of ministry” or restricting ecumenical ties to those who are of the same faith and 
practice (211-12). Hart also questions Keller’s relationship with leaders of 
non-Reformed churches.21 He tries to find out whether membership of the institu-
tional church still matters for Keller and in what way, if any, his ministry is influ-
enced by his ordination vows. Hart thinks Keller sees Presbyterian theology and 
ecclesiology as barriers to some of the work in his congregation; questions Kel-
ler’s view on church ministry and kingdom territory as foreign to Reformed teach-
ing; criticizes the pragmatism of his “urban theology”;22 questions Keller’s in-
volvement in an interdenominational organization such as The Gospel Coalition; 
and typifies Keller’s overall ecclesiology as being “highly pragmatic and fluid” 
(225).

But these questions prompt counter-questions to Hart. For instance, Hart’s pro-
posal that a single church (or denomination) should be sufficient for the spiritual 

16 When Schweitzer, for example, tries to show that Keller suggests a compromise between biological 
evolution and orthodox faith, he quotes from the Biologos paper as if it were entirely Keller’s own 
words. A careful reading of the paper, however, shows that Keller starts the precise paragraph 
referred to with these words: “However, there are many who question . . . .” Although it may seem 
to be his view, it is unfair to ascribe these words exclusively to Keller and to deduce from it his 
ultimate viewpoint.

17 E.g., original sin, the justice of God, the basis of redemption, the identity of Christ, and the gospel 
itself.

18 Keller, “Creation, Evolution and Christian Laypeople,” 10-12.
19 He says, for example, “If you would like to know my view on things, I’m very, very skeptical 

about the theory of evolution as a macro theory, as a theory that says everything evolved from 
the tiniest life forms.”

20 Keller, “Creation, Evolution and Christian Laypeople,” 7-9.
21 E.g., John Piper and Don Carson.
22 220: i.e., Keller’s emphasis on the importance of cities for the spreading of the gospel.
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renewal of all of New York City, might be seen as elevating the denomination— 
Presbyterianism—as the ultimate factor in renewing a city, rather than God him-
self. Keller’s focus on cities as a more effective way of spreading the gospel may 
be called pragmatic, but also strategic. Is it unbiblical or even foreign to Presby-
terianism to be strategic? Calvin employed the same kind of strategy when minis-
tering in Geneva.23 In critiquing Keller for working with people of a non-Presby-
terian background, Hart appears to make the term “Reformed” something of a 
shibboleth. Keller’s view on church governance is also questioned, but it seems 
as if Hart did not consult Keller’s sermons on texts dealing with matters of ec-
clesiology.24 “Being in competition with his denomination’s own church-planting 
aims” (224) seems to be the biggest concern, not Keller’s Presbyterianism. 

In the end, one tends to question the title, Engaging with Keller. Would it not 
imply a greater effort to get him to explain himself on matters of such import-
ance? One of the editors evidently confronted Keller on the main issues covered 
in this book, in a substantive 2008 email exchange (22). Even though this estab-
lishes that Keller declined the invitation to respond, it still begs the question as to 
why the editors did not make more use of these email correspondences in order to 
give Keller a better hearing.25 One of the more severe critiques of this book is the 
lack of reference to a substantial and fair representation of Keller’s sermons, as 
noted above, or even his preaching syllabus on the various topics here.26 When 
dealing with such important matters, it is wise to verify one’s statements more 
fully.

At times, readers may feel confused as it is not always clear whether it is only 
Keller’s presentation of orthodox theology that is problematic, or whether more is 
at stake, as they are encouraged not to “emulate his teachings.”27 Engaging with 
Keller on the mentioned topics can easily be interpreted as actually not so irenic 
as was proposed, but rather a real attack on his integrity. This book might there-

23 Cf. Philip E. Hughes, “The Geneva of John Calvin”, Churchman, 1964, accessed August 19, 2014, 
http://archive.churchsociety.org/churchman/documents/Cman_078_4_Hughes.pdf.

24 Cf. for example his sermon on Eph 4:1-16, where he states: “What do you do, O Presbyterians 
(since we’re a Presbyterian church), when you elect elders? What are you doing when you elect 
elders? You’re only recognizing the gifts God has given. You’re only recognizing the people 
God has appointed. That’s all. If you understand that, if you end up getting elected you will have 
absolutely no pride about it, and if you are not elected or you’re just one of the people who do the 
electing, then you’ll say, ‘This is God’s appointment.’”

25 For example, when in chapter three Bidwell comes to the conclusion that Keller denies any or-
dering within the Godhead, he places the following footnote: “One of the editors raised this issue 
with Keller after Reason for God was published, and he specifically affirmed order within the 
Godhead: ‘I do not subscribe to an egalitarian view of the Trinity at all’” (131 n. 49). If this book 
truly was an “engagement” with Keller, then surely this statement ought to be discussed in the 
main body of the text!

26 Keller, “Preaching the Gospel”, 15-17, 69-146.
27 Cf. David Robertson, “Engaging with Keller: A Review”, August 2013, accessed November 30, 

2013, http://theweeflea.wordpress.com/2013/08/22/engaging-with-keller-a-review/.
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fore not achieve its stated objective of a “fruitful public debate . . . to provoke one 
another to a greater conformity to Christ and a greater conformity to his word” (7). 

Despite its weaknesses, the publication is the first real attempt on a scholarly 
level to explore and test the validity of the theological views of one of the most 
influential contemporary preachers within Reformed tradition. At times this pub-
lication does put forward valid questions on some of Keller’s teachings and it 
should be appreciated for the way it clearly articulates the Bible’s teaching on 
some of the topics. If one wishes, however, to find a truly balanced view on Kel-
ler’s teachings as discussed, Engaging with Keller alone will not suffice. 

Schalk Strauss 
Jonathan Edwards Centre Africa

University of the Free State, South Africa

Marxist Criticism of the Hebrew Bible. Roland Boer. 2nd ed. London/New 
York: Bloomsbury T. & T. Clark, 2015. ISBN: 9780567228413. Pp. viii + 
317. $39.95 (USD).

Roland Boer has provided a fresh edition of his Marxist Criticism of the Bible, 
which is now a dozen years old. In his preface, he notes that as compared to the 
previous volume, Marxist Criticism of the Hebrew Bible has chosen to eschew 
laborious summaries of the various theorists in favour of sustained interaction 
with the biblical text (vii). As a result, Hebrew Bible students will find that the 
book contains a sufficient amount of provocative exegesis, while still serving as 
an accessible avenue to the key ideas and fundamental works of a dozen seminal 
Western Marxist scholars. 

Boer’s introduction thoughtfully provides a preparatory glossary of several 
“touchstones” of the wide-ranging field of Marxist literary criticism. The concepts 
of dialectics, subjective and objective historical forces, base/superstructure, ideol-
ogy, class conflict, and mode of production are all helpfully unpacked and given 
provisional definitions in a manner perfectly lucid to the non-specialist. After 
briefly summarizing each essay in the volume, he states his purpose for the book: 

“I want to argue for the viability of Marxist literary criticism in biblical studies 
across a range of texts. The result is a series of studies that form some of the 
pieces of what may be termed the ideological structures of the dominant modes of 
production under which the Hebrew Bible was written” (21-22).

The first chapter applies Louis Althusser’s understanding of ideology to the 
emergence of Israel in Genesis. Boer extrapolates four key points regarding Al-
thusser on ideology: its ahistorical character, its ability to interpellate (summon) 
a subject, its function of representing the “imaginary relationship of individuals 
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of their real conditions of existence” (27), and its concrete nature. The material 
foundation of ideology is provided by an “ideological state apparatus (ISA),” 
which can exist in various spheres of society as a contested site of the power of 
the ruling class. Moving to the text of Genesis, Boer identifies the key tension in 
the family ISA as being the continually delayed promised emergence of Abra-
ham’s line, in contrast to the rapid reproduction of other peoples. With a particular 
focus on Rebekah’s barrenness in Genesis 25, he suggests the state ISA contains 
a contradiction in that its appearance seems unlikely. Meanwhile, the religious 
ISA involves Rebekah’s subjection to Yahweh in the act of interpellation, but can 
be extended to cover the material circumstances of the narrative’s composition, 
which Boer identifies as being the chronic shortage of workers for palace or tem-
ple estates.

Chapter two is entitled, “Antonio Gramsci: The emergence of the ‘Prince’ in 
Exodus,” and it uses Gramsci’s reading of Machiavelli’s The Prince as a hermen-
eutic for Moses in Exodus 32. Working directly from Machiavelli, Boer notes the 
paradox of Moses’s “cruelty” often being more loving than his “clemency” (59), 
as Aaron’s acquiescence to their desire to make a golden calf ultimately leads to 
them being taxed and punished, but Moses’s selective slaughter is the means of 
their salvation. Additional insights gleaned from Gramsci disclose Moses’s 
hegemonic role as a religious reformer, and the complicated interdependence of 
Yahweh, Moses, and the people.

In the third chapter, Boer engages with Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s 
interpretation of the scapegoat ritual. Focusing on the duo’s concepts of resistance 
(particularly its virtuality, or its creation by the very act of state repression) and 

“the signifying regime of the despotic state” (76) which is always in conflict with 
an outside force, Boer first locates various features of resistance in the counter-sig-
nifying “nomadic war machine” organized by Moses in Exodus 18. Regarding 
Leviticus 16, Deleuze and Guattari find the state and the outside force blur togeth-
er as the scapegoat symbolizes this “other” that the system necessarily both ex-
pels and requires to exist. 

Boer utilizes Terry Eagleton to read Ruth in the fourth chapter. His alignment 
of the traditional critical questions of ethnicity, class, and gender serves to explain 
the ideological erasure of Ruth from the narrative: her alien, labourer, and female 
status renders her a mere “means to an end” (114) for the lineage of Israel. Chap-
ter five, “Henri Lefebvre: The production of space in 1 Samuel,” begins with a 
delineation of Lefebvre’s categories of types of space, followed by his analysis of 
different conceptions of space linked to various modes of production throughout 
history. While the sanctuary acts as a central sacred space around which the other 
elements of the text are organized, Hannah’s womb is invisible to Eli the priest, 
and thus is either a location of resistance or a feature that inevitably succumbs to 
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the larger system. On a larger scale, the conflict between the sacred economy of 
the cult at Shiloh (of which Samuel becomes a part) and the centralization of 
worship in Jerusalem in the Deuteronomistic History is also noted, as this conflict 
is a necessary part of the sacred economy.

Chapter six is entitled “George Lukács: The contradictory world of Kings,” 
and utilizes Lukács’s work on the nature of novels as reflecting “a world aban-
doned by God” (140) and containing clashes of genres that reflect real-world 
tensions. This theory is applied to the relationship between prophetic narratives 
and royal narratives in Kings. As compared to the amount of space devoted to 
most kings (except Solomon), Elijah and Elisha are given lengthy treatments 
(suggestive of blessing befitting their obedience), and they escape death, in con-
trast to the rulers. Boer links the tension between freedom and divine control to 
the tension between the economies of Israel and its more advanced neighbors. 

Theodore Adorno’s work on paradoxes in Kierkegaard is applied to Isaiah 5 in 
the volume’s seventh chapter. One of the tensions it finds in the passage is that 
while the text uses general terms that would suggest it is addressing the entire 
population, the practices it condemns are only those performed by landowners, 
which suggests only the wealthy are responsible for enacting justice. Chapter 
eight applies Ernst Bloch’s concept of protest atheism to Ezekiel, where Boer 
argues that anomalous portrayals of Yahweh are in fact utopian protests against 
the deity. 

In the ninth chapter, “Antonio Negri: Job, or bending transcendence to imman-
ence,” Boer engages with Negri’s own interpretation of Job, which involved both 
placing the dialogues of the biblical book in conversation with modern philoso-
phy as well as relating it to the struggles of leftist activism. Most importantly, 
Negri’s philosophical interest in the strain between measure and “immeasure” 
(214) can be correlated with the tension between order and chaos in Job. Some-
what more removed from the content of the text itself is the exploration of Fred-
eric Jameson and Psalms in chapter ten. Applying Greimas’s semiotic square to 
the Psalter leads Boer to emphasize the tension between the fluid and the concrete 
aspects of the Psalms with the final conclusion that this points to a further tension 
between divine presence and absence, but the end result is not quite convincing.

In chapter eleven, “Walter Benjamin: The unknowable apocalyptic of Daniel,” 
Benjamin’s work on allegory and his nonreferential understanding of language 
are put to work on the opaque prophecies of Daniel, with the conclusion that their 
meaning is ultimately elusive to modern readers because of a radical difference 
between ancient and modern economies. A concluding chapter summarizes some 
of Boer’s thoughts on the sacred economy of ancient Southwest Asia.

In conclusion, Hebrew Bible scholars may profit from this book as a gateway 
to important Marxist thinkers. Their rich and diverse thought continues to exist as 



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW | 2014  c  Volume 3 • Issue 2

107

a profitable set of conversation partners in biblical studies, particularly in the 
contemporary context where the problems of capitalism are as relevant as ever. 
As a collection of exegetical treatments, the book’s greatest strength is perhaps the 
consistent format of each chapter. For those used to working with different theor-
etical frameworks, the essays will certainly isolate aspects of the texts that may 
have gone unnoticed before. Hopefully this will serve to inspire the innovative 
application of different theoretical frameworks, resulting in new, creative read-
ings of the biblical text.

David J. Fuller
McMaster Divinity College

The End of Apologetics: Christian Witness in a Postmodern Context. 
Myron Bradley Penner. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013. ISBN 
9780801035982. Pp. x + 180. $19.99 (USD).

The task of defending the faith in Western Christianity has faced a number of 
challenges since the rise of modernism. Today, in our fragmented, postmodern 
world, the church questions not only what it means for Christianity to be “true” 
and “reasonable,” but what role apologetics plays—if any role at all. 

In The End of Apologetics, Myron Penner (an Anglican Priest in Edmonton, 
Alberta) sets out to revamp the apologetics enterprise for a new era. As the title 
indicates, Penner contends that Christian apologetics—at least as it has been trad-
itionally defined and implemented—is ripe for rejection. This is largely due to 
faulty assumptions and the inability to effectively communicate in today’s world. 
As the Introduction notes, “apologetic arguments and natural theology are linguis-
tic survivals from the practices of classical Christianity that have lost the context 
that made them meaningful and relevant” (6). 

In the first chapter, Penner carefully surveys the postmodern “condition” (13) 
and brings it to bear on the success of Christian witness. Using William Lane 
Craig as a backdrop, he argues that the classic approach to apologetics “can be 
told only by someone thoroughly immersed in the perspective of modernity” (26). 
This is problematic because much of the world is no longer communicating from 
such a perspective (note the chapter title, “Apologetic Amnesia”). Further, there 
are several epistemological problems inherent to modernism, giving rise to an 

“apologetic positivism,” where “it is as if Christians have a moral duty to believe 
only those aspects of Christian doctrine that have a sufficient apologetic basis” 
(44). This, Penner contends, is an unrealistic expectation and an unprecedented 
attitude in the larger history of Christian apologetics.

The natures of truth claims, fideism, and modern thought are probed further in 
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the second chapter. “What counts as rational,” Penner writes, “is always embed-
ded within a set of power relations operative within a given social structure” (56). 
This undermines the popular claim to a “neutral” and/or “universal” set of ab-
stract principles constituting the “rational.” In a discussion of Kierkegaard’s 
thought, we read that “nihilism is located right at the very heart of modernity as 
the result of its distinctive brand of secularity” (57). Thus, traditional apologetics 
is (ironically) operating from an anti-Christian basis to begin with. In Penner’s 
words, “the problem with modern apologetics is that Christian thought has al-
ready given up far too much by merely acknowledging and responding to the 
modern challenges to Christian belief, as if these objections had some sort of 
claim on the legitimacy of the faith” (58). The result is that “modern apologetics 
really attacks Christian faith itself, subverting its own legitimacy” (76). 

In chapters three (“Irony, Witness, and the Ethics of Belief”) and four, criti-
cism is toned down in order to explore a myriad of intersecting topics. Among the 
numerous talking points and contributions (e.g., from Rorty, Ricoeur, Barth, et 
al.), the bulk of the discussion involves Kierkegaardian thought on truth and how 
the OT prophets and NT apostles actually did their work of proclaiming the gos-
pel (e.g., “Genuinely prophetic speech . . . does not first justify itself or its mes-
sage according to the standards of human reason,” 93). The controversial topic of 
truth is tackled in the next chapter. Penner boldly suggests that it is better to think 
of truth as “edifying” rather than the traditional notion of “correspondence” (110). 
Nevertheless, many readers will be reassured when Penner insists that he does 

“not believe we need to throw out the concept of truth simply because the modern 
concept is problematic and deeply troubling. My suggestion is that when we wish 
to talk about truth objectively, we do so in terms of a truth spelled with a lower-
case t—which represents the kind of finite, fallible knowledge available to us 
humans.” (115). In another balancing act, Penner states, “I do not deny there is a 
real world that exists independently of human minds or suggest we never encoun-
ter reality. I do not think, for example, that all we ever experience are our own 
thoughts” (121). After further elaboration on this point comes a discussion about 
how Christian witness depends on truth’s “public performance” (126-27) more 
than “rational apologetic procedure” (128).

Finally, chapter five addresses a number of topics less commonly discussed in 
apologetics, such as its political aspects, “rational coercion” via argument and 
verbal persuasion (144-45), the depersonalizing language Christian apologists use 
in reference to “faceless unbelievers” (149-50), and the non-neutrality of the so-
called “public square” (158). Readers may find this chapter particularly humbling, 
as it uncovers many of the hidden agendas involved in the larger arena of theo-
logical argumentation. 

In my assessment, Penner’s book is particularly effective in outlining the posi-
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tive contributions postmodern thought can offer in formulating apologetic meth-
odology, as well as the severe weaknesses of modernist-based, traditional apolo-
getics. In this respect, the book reminds me of the well-tempered, critically-minded 
writing of others on this topic such as J. Richard Middleton, Brian Walsh, and 
Philip Kenneson in their contributions to Christian Apologetics in the Postmod-
ern World.28 In contrast to other Christian theologians sympathetic to postmodern-
ism (e.g., Grenz, Franke), Penner does not casually speak of the “demise of foun-
dationalism” and generally retains a more balanced approach. Additionally, 
chapter five’s discussion is particularly enjoyable since it draws attention to ob-
scure—but important—issues. 

Lack of originality is perhaps the book’s principal weakness. This is true not 
only when compared to the aforementioned authors regarding postmodernism 
and apologetics, but with respect to several 20th-century theologians, too, regard-
ing the problems of traditional apologetics. For instance, Penner’s thesis that “In 
the name of defending the faith by attacking the so-called enemies of the faith, 
modern apologetics really attacks Christian faith itself, subverting its own legit-
imacy” (76) was made in Abraham Kuyper’s popular 1898 Lectures on Calvinism 
(“apologetics have advanced us not one single step. Apologists have invariably 
begun by abandoning the assailed breastwork, in order to entrench themselves 
cowardly in a ravelin behind it”). This concern was further expanded in Herman 
Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics.29 

Additionally, Penner’s claims that (a) traditional apologetics is “secular apolo-
getics” (36) by virtue of its assumption of modern thought and (b) that religious 
neutrality is impossible, have been established innumerable times by Cornelius 
Van Til, John Frame, Greg Bahnsen, and K. Scott Oliphint. Yet presupposition-
alism as a whole merited only a passing remark in a footnote (and a misleading 
one at that) on page 36. Nevertheless, those who have become disillusioned with 
the rationalist, disconnected feel of today’s apologetic enterprise will find a num-
ber of helpful and necessary signposts in The End of Apologetics. 

Jamin Hübner
John Witherspoon College

28 Timothy Phillips and Dennis Okholm, eds., Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern World 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1995).

29 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, John Vriend, trans.; John Bolt, ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2008), 1:515: “Apologetics as it has often been practiced was mistaken, however, in that (1) it 
detached itself from the Christian faith and thus put itself outside of, above, and before theology; 
(2) it so separated believing from knowing that religious truth came to rest in part (in natural 
theology, in exegetical and historical theology, etc.) or in toto, on purely intellectual proofs; and 
(3) that, as a result, it began to foster exaggerated expectations from its scientific labor as though 
by the intellect it could change the human heart and by reasoning engender piety.”
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Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An Anagogical Approach. Hans 
Boersma. Oxford Early Christian Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013. ISBN: 9780198728238. Pp. xviii + 284. $40.00 (USD).

In Embodiment and Virtue, Hans Boersma has produced a major contribution 
to historical theology. Specialists in patristics will find this an enjoyable read; 
non-specialists, a challenging but no less rewarding one. My own interest is per-
haps a case in point. Focusing primarily on New Testament theology and imperial 
criticism, and lately on spiritual formation, I was drawn to this title as a counter-
point to my recent discovery of (and CETA conference paper on) Mechthild of 
Magdeburg, whose theology and discipleship—like Gregory’s, some nine hundred 
years earlier (ca. 334-395)—were substantially shaped by virtue(s). So while I 
approached Boersma’s book with only a casual acquaintance with Gregory, I’ve 
benefited enormously from it and am sure that others will too.

Boersma’s thesis is simple enough, though it hints at the depth of the study that 
follows:

The word ἀναγωγή has such a broad semantic range in Nyssen’s 
thought that it reaches even beyond the realm of exegesis. Gregory’s 
overall theology should be characterized as “anagogical.” . . . [T]
he purpose of life itself is anagogical in character. We are meant to 
go “upward” and “forward,” both at the same time, so as to partici-
pate ever more thoroughly in the life of God. Anagogy, then, is not 
just an exegetical practice or hermeneutical approach for St. Greg-
ory. Rather, anagogy is our own increasing participation in divine 
virtue and thus our own ascent into the life of God. (3)

Establishing that Gregory’s anagogy is what leads us (and Boersma unapologet-
ically speaks of “us” throughout, encompassing ancient and postmodern readers, 
including himself) ever deeper, and toward the spiritual, in exegesis and in the 
virtuous life, Boersma unpacks this thesis over the course of the book. But since 
embodiment has frequently taken centre stage in scholarship on Gregory, each of 
the seven chapters through which Boersma shrewdly guides us—in what might 
be seen as an imitative practice of anagogy!—pivots on a different sense of the 

“body,” so that the interplay of embodiment and virtue accumulates further mean-
ing and nuance as we progress. 

Chapter one, “Measured Body,” extends the introduction’s argument that em-
bodiment, though vital for Gregory, is not the best lens through which to see his 
writings. Rather, Boersma thinks Gregory “struggles with the limitations that 
time and space impose on human beings”: does he ultimately “affirm the meas-
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urements of created time and space—the extension (διάστημα) of created life—or 
does he insist that in some ways they are obstacles to be overcome?” (19) In 
Gregory’s sermons, particularly the Eastertide De tridui spatio, the eschaton (in-
augurated in Christ’s resurrection) begins to undermine our subjection to meas-
urement and “the chronological nature of time” (23). Even at this stage, the book’s 
questions are complex, generating some promising statements about Gregory’s 
Christology. Chapter two, “Textual Body,” turns to exegesis, positing Gregory’s 
interpretation of Abraham’s story as anagogically iconic: as Boersma describes it 
earlier, “Abraham’s journey from sensible knowledge via intellectual knowledge 
to faith finds its counterpart in the reader of Scripture, who is supposed to ‘turn’ 
from the historical or surface meaning of the text to its spiritual level. Thus, exe-
getical ascent mirrors the soteriological ascent from this-worldly diastemic time 
and space” toward Paradise; so an eschatological ascent occurs too (14). Boers-
ma’s study of Gregory’s hermeneutic—transposing from the literal to the spiritual 
sense of texts by means of this “turn” (στροφή, 61), with simultaneous exegetical 
and moral facets—is absorbing, though when he examines Gregory’s study of 
Psalms, the Psalms of Ascent are curiously absent.

Three subsequent chapters, “Gendered,” “Dead,” and “Oppressed Body,” fur-
ther diversify Boersma’s argument in complementary ways. “Gendered Body” 
argues that Gregory’s homilies on the Song of Songs engage us “in an anagogical 
transposition as the way to rid ourselves of our ‘tunics of hide’ in order to put on 
the ‘holy garb’ of Christ”—which Boersma cleverly terms a “dress reversal rather 
different than the gender instability” that some postmoderns have located in Greg-
ory’s thought (87). Again, the author skilfully traces the impact of Christology, 
with the resurrection foremost, upon Gregory’s ontology; and the apparent instan-
ces of gender instability, he wryly argues, are “part of a larger body of reflection 
on anagogical entry into an angelic (and thus genderless) or virginal life” (111). 
With that in mind, it comes as less of a surprise that “Dead Body” actually con-
cerns virginity as much as death. “Since death constitutes for Gregory the ultim-
ate anagogical ascent into the virginal life of God, he sees grief as a passion that 
is problematic, even if great pastoral skill is required in dealing with it” (117)—
and even as he himself struggled, theologically and emotionally, to come to grips 
with his grief over his sister Macrina’s death. As with the previous chapter’s ex-
amples from the Song of Songs, Boersma selects evocative illustrations from 
Gregory’s work, highlighting Mary’s virginity as putting an end to death, a victory 
recapitulated through ascetics’ chastity (124). “Oppressed Body” addresses the 
treatment of those who are enslaved, sick, and/or poor: “the imitation of God’s 
character serves as a practice of anagogical engagement” (147), a corrective to 
neglecting those who bear God’s image and mistaking pleasure and well-being as 
ultimate, not temporal, ends.
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Two final chapters broaden the argument’s scope even more, detailing “the 
renewal of humanity by means of anagogical transposition,” beginning, in “Ec-
clesial Body,” with “what role embodiment plays for Gregory in his understand-
ing of the ecclesial dimension of salvation” (178). Baptism, the Eucharist, and 
mutual submission (or more precisely, subjection, since Gregory works from 1 
Corinthians 15) all receive consideration here, as does Gregory’s interpretation of 
the Song of Songs again. Chapter seven, “Virtuous Body,” will interest even 
non-patristic scholars for its discussion of divine grace and human effort, in the 
course of a larger argument on deification, the deeply participatory imitation of 
Christ, and the assistance of the Spirit. Here, Gregory’s “impatience with the dias-
temic character of this-worldly existence” (215) comes through even more keenly 
than in the previous chapters, so much so that Boersma risks begging the question 
with it; but this seems intended only to help us empathize with Gregory, and ul-
timately it is an effective strategy.

Boersma’s text is more academic than devotional, but there are points here that 
satisfy both purposes. One example is the accent he places on Gregory’s interpret-
ation, in De vita Moysis 121, of “God’s permission for Moses to see his back 
(Exod 33:23) . . . as an injunction to follow God rather than to oppose him[:] 

‘virtue is not perceived in contrast to virtue. Therefore, Moses does not look God 
in the face, but looks at his back’” (237). What a profound lesson in virtue-driven 
discipleship! But I think Boersma may have missed an opportunity for critique 
here. Does Gregory not consider the significance of God’s recitation of his own 
imitable virtues, in the theophany that follows in the next chapter of Exodus? If 
not, why not? And what are we to make of what Gregory does say, in the same 
portion of the Life of Moses, interpolating Jesus’s commands to “follow” in Luke 
9:23, 18:22? Such lingering questions as these are likely among the reasons why 
Boersma concludes his work with an “epilogue” that is deliberately both critical 
and inquisitive. If we agree with him, for instance, that “Gregory’s theology of 
participation needs to be deepened so as to include more genuinely the material 
world as in some way participating in the life of God,” then perhaps some among 
his readers will join him in fleshing out this “participatory ontology” (249) in fu-
ture reflective scholarship.

Matthew Forrest Lowe
Lectio House, Hamilton, ON
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Citizenship: Paul on Peace and Politics. Gordon Mark Zerbe. Winnipeg: 
Canadian Mennonite University Press, 2012. ISBN: 9780920718933. Pp. xii 
+ 276. $19.00 (USD).

One upshot of postmodernity is that it encourages authors to disclose, for their 
readers’ benefit as well as their own, those places where their autobiographic-
al contexts and agendas may colour their interpretive lenses. Amid the ruins of 
Christendom, such disclosures may become almost obligatory for writers in bib-
lical and theological studies. In my reading experience, Mennonite authors tend 
to model this practice of self-disclosure well; I first noticed it when I reviewed 
Thomas Yoder Neufeld’s Recovering Jesus (Brazos/SPCK, 2007) for the Journal 
of Greco-Roman Christianity and Judaism, and I appreciated it again in this col-
lection of articles from Gordon Zerbe. From the outset, Zerbe is frank about his 
own experience with the competing commitments of dual citizenship, and how this 
affects his reading of civic imagery in Paul. Then again, he shows that he can be 
constructively critical of his own background: while “discipleship (or ‘following,’ 
German ‘Nachfolge’) has been the core watchword in my own Anabaptist-Men-
nonite tradition, I find that word easily susceptible to an individualist interpretation 
or practice” (2). So when he makes purposely provocative choices—for instance, 
translating politeuesthe (Phil 1:27) as “politicize,” and “be a citizen body and 
practice your citizenship in a manner worthy of the good tidings of Messiah” (4, 
20)—we can show a discerning appreciation for Zerbe’s situation as an interpreter, 
Paul’s situation as a writer, and our own situations as readers. 

Of the twelve essays included, half are reprints, the other half newly published, 
but they have been synthesized into a largely coherent whole. Following the intro-
duction, part one, “Loyalty,” consists of three chapters. The first, “Citizenship and 
Politics according to Philippians,” sets the book’s themes in place, including an 
opening review of the developmental stages of scholarly discussion on Paul’s 
politics. In addition to its insights into Philippians, the chapter affords compari-
sons with Romans and (less explicitly) with the Thessalonian correspondence, 
too. Chapter two, “Believers as Loyalists,” probes the “anatomy” of Paul’s use of 
pistis, in multiple layers: lexical, sociopolitical, juridical/commercial, and a com-
bination of philosophical, theological, historical, and rhetorical senses. Noting 
the deficiencies in English that complicate translation—the verb “trust” lacks “a 
corresponding participle ‘truster’. . . . But we do have a word for people who are 
loyal, ‘loyalists’”—Zerbe finds this “in most instances…a far better rendering of 
Paul’s meaning than the translation ‘believers,’” and in “fidelity,” or “loyal trust,” 
a suitable replacement for the prototypical “faith” of Christ (34, 37). This empha-
sis on confessed allegiance gives way to chapter three, on Paul’s politics of wor-
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ship. Here, Zerbe builds on the “loyalist” language of the previous chapter, show-
ing loyalists’ gatherings to be simultaneously personal, commensal, political, and 
liturgical acts. 

Four chapters comprise part two, “Mutuality.” Chapters four and five schema-
tize unity and diversity in Paul’s messianic body politic, and partnership and 
equality inferred from his economic theory and practice. Again, consistent lan-
guage helps to unify these chapters with those preceding: “the Messianic com-
munity is that body politic patriotically loyal only to Lord Messiah Jesus. Incor-
poration into this global political community (ekklēsia) is by an act of ‘loyalty’ (a 
pledging allegiance which includes conviction/belief and trust)” (67). Moving 
from letter to letter, Zerbe’s analysis of Paul’s redistributive economics effective-
ly conveys its visionary, participationist, and survivalist aspects. Chapter six, 

“(Modest) Challenges to Patriarchy and Slavery in Paul,” marshals evidence that 
will be familiar to Pauline scholars, but Zerbe wisely adds that Paul’s concern for 
such sources of division is pastoral, and that he “seems to have chosen his bat-
tles,” working hardest on the Jew/Gentile divide and somewhat less rigorously on 
male/female and slave/free divisions (107). Chapter seven correlates Paul’s “es-
chatological ecclesiology” and ecumenical associations. I particularly appreci-
ated the connections Zerbe drew here between 1 Corinthians 15 and a universal 
rule more radically welcoming than Rome’s oikoumenē—and not just because his 
translation of katargein (“de-activate,” not “destroy,” 112) agrees with my disser-
tation (though that certainly didn’t hurt). 

Part three, “Security,” begins with the function of Paul’s military imagery 
(chapter eight) and his “Ethic of Nonretaliation and Peace” (chapter nine). Zerbe 
engages questions on multiple fronts concerning military imagery, seeking its 
rhetorical purpose, the context(s) that may have inspired it, the attitude behind it, 
its relationship to Paul’s “peace-promoting ethic,” and the possibility that its ap-
parent endorsement of violence might undermine the “validity or usability” of 
Paul’s rhetoric today (124). Readers must judge for themselves whether they sup-
port all of Zerbe’s (unsurprisingly but often convincingly pacifist) conclusions; 
the same applies to the following chapter, its extended exegesis of Romans 12:14-
21, and Zerbe’s conclusions regarding God’s vindicating agency.

In this section’s last chapter, Zerbe assesses further interactions of peace and 
textual violence. Bravely expanding from his 2009 work (reprinted here as chap-
ter one), Zerbe argues that Paul’s warning against “Judaizing” elements in Philip-
pians reveals a veiled deconstruction of the value of Roman citizenship:

a good case can be made that the referent of Paul’s verbal outburst 
and warning is the . . . Roman imperium and elite Roman culture 
in general, not “judaizing” nor “Judaic” rivals . . . Recent scholar-
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ship has increasingly recognized that there are no “judaizing” 
elements in the city of Philippi. . . . [W]hat is astonishing is the glee 
with which the anti-Judaic or anti-judaizing interpretation is often 
propounded in mainstream Christian commentaries, with hardly a 
nod as to how this might affect contemporary social dynamics . . . 
[U]ncritically repeated is the notion that Paul is . . . throwing back 
the cursing invective of “dogs” from its (supposed Judaic) source, 
thereby somehow exonerating it, but not admitting that this very 
retaliatory verbal assault would not measure up against Paul’s own 
ethical standards (Rom 12:14; 1 Cor 4:13).30

As Zerbe observes, even if the invective’s target is left an open question, the ques-
tion itself still matters—as does that of how (if this interpretation is correct) Paul 
masks his critique of imperial and/or elitist powers-that-be, perhaps helping the 
powers to remain masked. Here, Zerbe might have said more about the response 
Paul could have expected from his congregants. By only partially unmasking the 
powers in question, was he perhaps engaging in some distance education, teaching 
a theopolitical form of discernment against imperial and cultural hegemonies, as 
well as what Zerbe rightly calls the “preoccupation” that these produce (172)? 
Answers to such questions would be speculative, but if carefully posed, they would 
have been welcome here.

Part four, “Affinities,” connects Paul with conversation partners “beyond the 
fields of biblical and theological studies” (7). This section’s first chapter takes up 
Paul’s anthropological vocabulary, dwelling on the imagery of the “psychic body” 
(1 Cor 15:44), among other loci, in dialogue with Nancey Murphy. Zerbe acknow-
ledges dualist and monist emphases in Paul but observes that the apostle’s apoca-
lyptic dualism “puts the stress on human living, not human being” (194). The 
second chapter here, and the book’s last, is “On the Exigency of a Messianic Ec-
clesia: An Engagement with Philosophical Readers of Paul”—namely Giorgio 
Agamben, Slavoj Žižek, Alain Badiou, and Jacob Taubes. Zerbe carefully notes 
that he addresses these figures not just because their appropriations of Paul are 

“interesting or provocative,” but for their “considerable potential for Christian 
theological reflection” (196). Rather than attacking any of them, Zerbe finds in 
their work an affinity—true to the section title—with Christian theology, 
post-Christendom. Already somewhat familiar with Žižek, I expected to be drawn 
to Zerbe’s interaction with him; but I was pleasantly surprised at the theological 

30 Zerbe, Citizenship, 22-24 and 171-74, particularly 172-73 (from which this excerpt is taken) and 
nn. 15-21; as he indicates in 172 n. 15, his forthcoming commentary on Philippians (Believers 
Church Bible Commentary; Herald Press) expands this argument. I engage this excerpt in greater 
depth in an essay in Is the Gospel Good News?, edited by Stanley E. Porter and Hughson Ong 
(McMaster New Testament Studies; Eugene, OR: Pickwick, forthcoming).



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW | 2014  c  Volume 3 • Issue 2

116

depth of Zerbe’s engagement with Agamben, creatively drawing in much that he 
had discussed in previous chapters. Some readers may find these final two chap-
ters unnecessary, but if they diverge from what comes before, they do so with a 
keen purpose: striking up conversations with partners whom Paul himself, if sud-
denly translated to our day, might choose. 

Matthew Forrest Lowe
Lectio House, Hamilton, ON

The God of the Gospel: Robert Jenson’s Trinitarian Theology. Scott R. 
Swain. Strategic Initiatives in Evangelical Theology. Downers Grove: IVP 
Academic, 2013. ISBN: 0830839046. Pp. 258. $34.00 (USD).

The theology of Robert Jenson has long been neglected. However, Jenson is just 
now beginning to receive the attention his work deserves. The God of the Gospel: 
Robert Jenson’s Trinitarian Theology is a revision of Scott Swain’s doctoral dis-
sertation, the intention of which is to engage Jenson’s work “by rendering a critical 
exposition of his account of ‘God according to the Gospel.’ The intention is not 
merely descriptive” (16), as will be noted below. 

Before beginning to describe and critically engage Jenson’s theological pro-
posals, Swain spends the first two chapters on the historical background needed 
to understand the significance of the theological moves made by Jenson. Swain 
tells the tale of the resurgence of the doctrine of the Trinity in modern theology, 
led by Karl Barth and Karl Rahner. In telling this tale of doctrinal resurgence, 
Swain also puts forth some of the questions he believes Barth’s theology raises, 
culminating with this: “What must the church say about the being of ‘God’ if she 
is to speak ‘according to the gospel’? These are the questions that modern trinitar-
ian theology raises and that trinitarian theology after Barth seeks to address” (24-
25). According to Swain, Jenson’s theology is connected to Barth not only be-
cause Jenson attempts to tackle these questions, but also because “Jenson’s quest 
for a theological ontology appropriate to the gospel’s God belongs to the histori-
cizing family of approaches to the doctrine of God that have emerged in the wake 
of Barth’s theology” (63). 

After these first two chapters, Swain devotes part one to a description of Jenson 
on the Gospel’s God. He accurately describes the essential impulse behind Jen-
son’s theology: “the relationship between God’s triune being and God’s triune 
self-determination is a relationship of strict identity: The triune God is identified 
by and with the evangelical events whereby he becomes our God” (73, italics his, 
here and in all quotations below). Swain is not only able to depict accurately the 
heart of Jenson’s theology, but also the concerns that guide Jenson’s consequent 
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theological decisions. According to Swain, a concern to guard the reliability of 
revelation leads Jenson to the idea that “if God is identified only by the events that 
name him and not with those events, then the doctrine of God’s connection to 
biblical revelation is severed” (82). The manner in which Jenson guards biblical 
revelation has ontological implications in God’s being. Swain picks up on this 
and writes, “In other words, the events that unfold between the Father and Jesus 
do not merely reveal who and what God is (epistemology). They determine who 
and what God is (ontology)” (99). More specifically, Swain concentrates on how 
this leads to Jenson’s decisions in his Christology. Because Jesus’s being is con-
stituted by the events that unfold between him and the Father, the preexistence of 
Christ is put into question. This leads Swain to comment that for Jenson, “the 
Word’s preexistence to himself as the son of Mary is not a pretemporal preexis-
tence. It is rather his historical preexistence as witnessed in Israel’s Scriptures” 
(103). Thus, Swain writes that for Jenson, “Jesus’s divine sonship ontologically 
precedes his birth in the line of David in that his human birth dramatically antici-
pates his divine birth from God in the resurrection event” (104). 

Swain accurately portrays the heart of Jenson’s historicist impulse. Hence, 
later, Swain can comment that for Jenson, “God is not constituted triune by time-
less relations of origin; God is constituted triune by temporal, narrative relations 
of outcome” (137). Swain brings some heavy criticism to bear on Jenson’s meth-
odology, as when Jenson replaces a persistent preexistent being with the notion of 
eschatological categories such as “anticipation” or “determination,” or as Swain 
finds fault with Jenson’s attempt to address the concerns of adoptionism in his 
Christology. Thus, Swain concludes, “A God who must anticipate the fullness of 
his being is simply the inverse image of a God whose being persists. Neither is 
truly infinite…He must actually possess the fullness of his life all at once” (187). 
The criticism Swain applies is valid concerning a Christology that applies es-
chatological notions such as “anticipation”: because the fullness of God’s life is 
not in God’s possession all at once, the adoptionistic overtones found in a histori-
cist Christology seem inescapable.

In “Part 2: Toward a Catholic and Evangelical Account of the Gospel’s God,” 
Swain further engages Jenson’s concerns and ideas. Swain writes that “Jenson 
fears that the ‘externality’ of such a relationship between God and the world, re-
quires a theology illumined by the gospel to sacrifice too much” (151). In other 
words, according to Swain, Jenson fears that “A God whose being remains un-
altered by his relationship to the world…must also remain distant from the world 
and thus unable to move in history forward to its blessed consummation in God” 
(151). As Swain addresses this concern, “The fact that God’s being remains un-
altered in his relationship to his people does not necessarily mean that God is 
distant from his people or that he is unable to change his people” (151). Further-
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more, he writes, “The economy of salvation is one that flows from the all-suffi-
cient, unchanging triune God of grace for the sake of the changeable creature’s 
growth and enrichment through union and communion with God” (153-54). 
Swain is not only able to respond to Jenson’s concerns, he is also able to show that 
the options Jenson puts forth are not the only viable ones. A God whose being is 
not constituted by his interactions with us is still able to be our God, and present 
with us (i.e., not a God “far off” only, but near as well; 181). So, Swain writes, 

“The covenant of grace, wherein God swears, ‘I will be a father to you’ (2 Cor 
6:18), is the free and fitting overflow of God’s eternal fatherly love for the Son, 
the end of which is to include his elect children in God’s eternal fatherly love for 
Son” (162). God binds himself to us not in the sense that he will have his being 
determined by his relationship with humanity, but God binds himself to a coven-
ant which he has made with us. This does not constitute his being, but the coven-
ant made with us is a reflection, an image, or the overflow of God’s loving being 
in eternity.

Throughout the book, Swain is able to lay out Jenson’s concerns and the theo-
logical moves that he has made to address these concerns. Furthermore, as was 
noted above, Swain capably reveals the weaknesses in Jenson’s historicist and 

“historicizing” framework. This book is to be recommended not only as an en-
gagement of Robert Jenson’s theology, but more generally for students of the 
doctrine of the Trinity. My only major critique of this book lies in the fact that a 
full chapter was devoted to the proposals of Bruce McCormack. Though there are 
many similar impulses shared between Jenson and McCormack, the chapter on 
McCormack might have been better condensed into one of Swain’s first two chap-
ters, where he introduces Barth’s theology.

Brian Min
McMaster University

Handbook of Religion: A Christian Engagement with Traditions, Teachings, 
and Practices. Terry C. Muck, Harold A. Netland, and Gerald R. McDermott, 
eds. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015. ISBN: 9780801037764. Pp. xiii + 
812. $44.99 (USD).

Textbooks that introduce religious traditions and how to study them are plenti-
ful. But there is none quite like the Handbook of Religion, and the editors are to 
be commended for this well-conceived and fine-tuned textbook. What sets apart 
the Handbook of Religion from other introductory texts are, first, its religious 
methodology, and, second, its explicitly Christian framework (albeit not in the 
manner many people might expect). The result is a textbook that provides an 



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW | 2014  c  Volume 3 • Issue 2

119

embracing catalog of religions, with fifty-five contributors—many of them top 
scholars—covering topics from “a-religions” to “Zen,” and guides students (spe-
cifically Christian students) on how to study religion in a manner both rigorous 
and respectful.

Unlike in many other introductory texts, there is no scheme employed by the 
Handbook to distinguish “higher” religions from “lower” religions or to prioritize 
world religions over local beliefs. Rather, a triadic model is proposed to help stu-
dents understand the universal presence of religion among people—in all its 
bewildering diversity. Religions like Islam or Christianity can be classified as 

“world religions,” which connotes ancient roots, global constituency, and a signifi-
cant social and cultural legacy. Or religions may be “indigenous,” bound to par-
ticular cultures or ethnicities, and typically exclusivist and world-affirming. En-
tries in the Handbook that handle indigenous religions are geographic in scope, 
considering continents or large regions (e.g., “Meso- and South America,” “Oce-
ania”). Or, taking into account the shifting nature of religious commitment, reli-
gions might be outgrowths or reactions to established world or indigenous reli-
gions. Fully one third of the volume is given over to accounts of such “New 
Religious Movements” (NRM) like the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 
Saints and Baha’i, but with some unexpected choices also included: “Atheism,” 

“Christian Identity” [white supremacy], “Satanism,” and a deft essay by Calvin 
DeWitt on the new faith of environmentalism. The editors of the Handbook make 
clear that religions of any one category (world, indigenous, or NRM) can be 
understood only in their messy interaction with religions of the other two categor-
ies. So, for example, if we want to understand an NRM like Soka Gakkai, we need 
to assess it within the social and cultural Hintergrund of north Asian indigenous 
religions, as well as a reaction to the prevailing world religion in that area, Bud-
dhism. This method of triangulation is well described as providing a “religious 
audit” of any particular religion, and is modeled for students by the Handbook, 
where each article describes the history, beliefs, and practices of a religion, then 
identifies some of the issues arising from its interaction with indigenous culture 
and traditions, as well as global religious factors. Students are not the only ones 
who will find this “religious audit” helpful: Christian scholars in North America 
who still assume western Christianity as normative will certainly be challenged as 
they read Sebastian Kim on “North Asia,” or Irving Hexham on “Africa,” to real-
ize that emerging Christianities in other regions are drawing deeply on indigenous 
traditions and local socio-political realities to express the gospel—a phenomenon 
that was, of course, also the case for western Christianity, as Richard Shaw dem-
onstrates in his article “Europe.”

The Handbook of Religion’s commitment to a comprehensive understanding of 
religion is further evidenced by its firm rejection of those influential modern 
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theories that have posited a compartmentalization of religion in regard to human 
experience (sometimes to such a radical extent that secularization is insisted 
upon). On the contrary, the Handbook understands religion as not only universal 
to humankind but also intrinsic to everyday experience, and the volume appropri-
ately concludes with a series of articles mapping how religion has impacted sci-
ence (Mark Heim), gender (Ursula King), politics (Richard Pierard), and more. 
This final feature of the volume is valuable. While students are often told that re-
ligion has an undeniably important place and role in global affairs and human 
cultures, it can be difficult for them to grasp this, raised as many are to think of 
religion as a private matter or of merely historic importance. These essays on the 
positive and negative legacy of religion in various aspects of human culture and 
history, along with the maps, charts, timelines, questionnaires, and learning activ-
ities provided throughout the book, confirm the Handbook as an ideal classroom 
resource.

The other defining feature of the Handbook of Religion is its explicitly Chris-
tian approach to the study of religion. The editors wholeheartedly endorse the 
inductive and fair-handed study of religion that is the ideal of religious phenom-
enology, i.e., “the religious studies approach,” but reject as impossible the preten-
sion of the religious studies guild to an objective study of religious phenomena. 
And yet to admit a partisan Christian framework for studying religion is not exact-
ly the same thing as to interpret religion from the starting point of classically 
Christian orthodoxy or piety, as if to mark points of divergence or similarity be-
tween “us” and “them.” There is a place for a theology of religions, of course, and 
the Handbook includes a brief one by Harold Netland. But a Christian approach 
to the study of religion should be something more. It is to acknowledge, first, that 
Christians encounter other religions from within a particular framework of under-
standing, one that presupposes the biblical narrative and so understands human-
kind as both created in God’s image and alienated from him, which establishes the 
plethora of human religions as expressions of both our longing for God and our 
fleeing from him. This framework determines in part the questions Christians will 
inevitably ask of another religion as we study it. Accordingly, the contributors to 
the Handbook were commissioned to write essays as “answers to questions that 
Christians ask.” And yet, second, a Christian framework for studying religions 
should not become an interpretive straitjacket. Preliminary essays by Terry Muck 
and Paul Louis Metzger appeal to Jonathan Edwards’ belief in the religious pri-
macy of the affections to encourage Christians to study other religions with genu-
ine affection for the religious “other,” giving them room to express their beliefs 
apart from our pre-judgments, and seeking ways to encourage them and be en-
couraged by them in our pursuit of a common good. The editors of the Handbook 
are self-professed evangelicals (though many of the contributors are not), firmly 
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committed to Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour of humankind, and do not believe 
a commitment to religious dialogue precludes evangelism. Indeed, against the 
supposed neutrality of the discipline of religious studies, they argue that every 
kind of religious dialogue is a form of evangelism, in the sense of being an at-
tempt at persuasion to a particular viewpoint or approach. For Christians, reli-
gious dialogue is an affective “mood” rather than a method, namely, meeting the 
religious other first of all as our neighbour rather than a potential convert. The 
Handbook appropriately concludes almost every article on a given religion with 
an “adherent’s essay,” which grants space to adherents of (for example) Hinduism, 
Christian Science, and even Satanism to describe their faith and how they person-
ally relate to the questions Christians pose to their religion. The editors—to their 
credit—have let these adherent essays stand as they are, even when they jar at 
times with the preceding scholarly interpretation of their respective faiths.

As a conceptually Christian framing of religion that is both coherent and so-
phisticated in method, the Handbook of Religion is a significant achievement. 
This, and the fact of its pedagogical value, recommends it to Christian colleges, 
seminaries, theology faculties, congregations and study groups.

Todd Statham
Leuphana Universität Lüneburg


