Sola Ecclesia:

A Rejoinder to Philip Blosser

By Steve Hays



Late last year, I wrote a response to an attack on sola Scriptura by Philip Blosser.
In early January, he wrote a reply.'

Due to other demands on my time, I haven’t had the time to respond until now. So
let’s run through his reply, hitting the highlights.

I’ll quote myself in red. I’ll quote him in blue.

The color-coded quotes are for context. If you’d rather cut to the chase, the new
stuff is in black print.

The other reason I did not respond to Mathison was that I had lost some of my
initial interest in these sorts of arguments. It often happens, I think, that arguments
of this kind serve a purpose on the journey of those en route to the Catholic
Church, but subsequent to their conversion these concerns are supplanted by
others as they become habituated to their new environs within the Church.

Up to a point, this makes perfect sense. But, by the same token, it also makes
perfect sense for Blosser to take stock of his original reasons for converting to
Catholicism in light of his subsequent experience. He knows more about it now
than he did then. So the original reasons we had for a decision we made may not
be the same reasons we have 10 or 20 years later.

Before plunging into the thick of things, I’d simply note that, as is so often the
case, Blosser is a layman who comes to the defense of the Magisterium. The
question this always raises is that if a layman can make a case for the
Magisterium, who needs the Magisterium?

How is this not like arguing that defending the Bible makes the Bible superfluous?

They are not parallel. To the contrary, the analogy breaks down at the critical point
of comparison. Catholicism denies the right of private judgment while
Evangelicalism affirms it.

Therefore, if a Protestant defends the Bible, then this is consistent with his
assumptions—but if a Catholic layman defends the Magisterium, then that is
inconsistent with his assumptions.

No sorting needed. The Reformation was not a tragic necessity, but a simple
necessity.
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This overlooks an important distinction between (1) reform and (2) schism. The
Church has always needed reform: witness the reforms of Gregory I or the Cluny
Reforms. The Church has always suffered schims -- the hiving off of the Gnostics
from the Church of Ephesus to start their own thing (cf. First Epistle of John on
those whom the Apostle calls "antichrists), the Arians in the third century, the
Cathars much later, the Photian schism, and protestant schims still later, etc. The
first is necessary housekeeping; the second is tragic loss.

No, this overlooks important distinctions between (a) heresy, (b) irreformability,
and (¢) denominations.

1) The Catholic church teaches false doctrine.

i1) In addition, the Catholic church is irreformable due to its pretensions of
indefectibility.

111) What Blosser is pleased to call “the Church” is simply Ais church, the Church
of Rome. His church is simply a local church which, over time, became a
denomination with delusions of grandeur.

The church of Rome is not the universal church. The 1C church of Rome was
simply one local church among many. And it was not even the most important
local church. That distinction obviously went to the church of Jerusalem.

Indeed, the 1C church of Rome wasn’t even one church, but a collection of
semiautonomous house-churches.’

The church of Rome gradually achieved its historical dominance for purely
political reasons, due, on the one hand, to the fall of Jerusalem, and, on the other,
to its strategic location in the capital of the western Roman Empire.

Since I feel no such sense of urgency, I'm happy to remain silent about its “tragic”
dimension.

I find it sad -- even scandalous -- that you express no sense of “tragedy” over the
broken Body of Christ.

The Body of Christ (i.e. the Church) was never broken. What we’re talking about
are faithful Christians who broke with a corrupt and irreformable denomination

During the Counter-Reformation, the Vatican did attempt to destabilize Protestant
regimes.

2 Cf. J. Fitzmyer, Romans (Doubleday 1993), 733-44; P. Lampe, From Paul to
Valentinus (Fortress 2003).



It seems to me there's more than enough political machinations to go around the
whole table.

I agree. My comments were simply in response to the way in which Blosser
imputes a conspiratorial mentality to Protestants.

It is almost as difficult for the Protestant to fathom the Catholic notion that the all-
too-human Church of history could have anything like a divine nature or a real
divine authority, as it is for an agnostic to fathom that the all-too-human Jesus
could also be God Incarnate.

It’s difficult for a suspicious Evangelical like me to draw a parallel between the
Borgia Papacy and the hypostatic union, or a pedophile priest and the inspiration
of Scripture.

This is certainly a leap for the most grotesque caricature of Catholicism
imaginable: What about Pope John Paul II? What about Pope Benedict XVI? What
about the countless good and holy popes in Catholic history? How about Mother
Teresa of Calcutta? St. Francis Assisi? St. Francis Xavier? St. Ignatius of Loyola?
St. Columba, who converted your European forefathers? What about Johan von
Staupitz, Luther's confessor, who referred him to the Gospel of grace in Romans?

Several issues:

1) It i1s not a “grotesque caricature” of Catholicism for me to bring up the Borgia
papacy or the priestly sex scandal. These are facts—facts which figure in the
overall identity of the Catholic church.

Blosser is the one who attempted to mount an argument from analogy. So let’s be
very clear on some of the historical data which we need to plug into the Catholic
analogue, and then judge the analogy accordingly.

i1) Now, Blosser’s point may be that it’s lopsided to judge an organization only by
its worst examples rather than its best. Up to a point, there’s some merit to that
objection.

However, it’s equally lopsided to judge an organization only by its best examples
rather than its worst.

111) And let’s us also remember that the Catholic Church has raised by bar by
making very lofty claims for itself.

Suffice it here to observe that if ever there was a safe truth, it is this: no higher



view of Scripture and its authority exists in all of Protestantism than that which is
to be found in the Catholic Church.

I see. Raymond Brown and Joseph Fitzmyer have a higher view of Scripture than
Gleason Archer or John Warwick Montgomery. Whatever.

This confuses Church teaching with private opinion.

1) This is a standard escape clause which is used by the Catholic apologist. But it
comes at a cost. In insulates the Magisterium from accountability at the price of
insulating men like Brown or Fitzmyer from accountability to the Magisterium.

Let’s remember that Brown and Fitzmyer were both appointed by the Pope to the
Pontifical Biblical Commission. In addition, they submit their publications to the
Censor Deputatus. So we’re not dealing here with rogue agents like Hans Kiing or
Dominic Crossan.

11) To see what’s wrong with this insulating strategy, suppose we draw a Protestant
parallel. Let’s say a Protestant denomination establishes a seminary. This is where
prospective ordinands in said denomination must receive their theological training.

And let us further suppose that, over time, the seminary goes liberal.
Indeed, this is a real life scenario. It’s played out on more than one occasion.

Now then, suppose, at this point, that various students and alumni point to the
seminary as evidence that the denomination is moving to the left.

And suppose that the denominational leadership responds by saying that their
complaint fails to distinguish between the official position of the denomination
and the private opinion of the seminary professors.

Is that a satisfactory reply? To the contrary, the contrast between the officially
conservative position of the denomination and the de facto liberalism of the
seminary is precisely the source of the problem.

As long as the seminary is affiliated with the denomination, then, unless the
seminary is answerable to the denomination, and unless the denomination
intervenes to take disciplinary action and corrective measures when there is a
widening gap between official teaching and informal teaching, then it is entirely
appropriate to judge the theology of the denomination by how much it tolerates
from those under its titular or nominal authority.

Likewise with your subsequent conflation of Vatican II documents with the
positions of Grillmeier and Kiing...But this ignores the specific difference



accorded the status of private opinion (what a theologian may opine) and Church
teaching (what is de fide, binding upon the faithful because of its divinely
delegated authority and indefectable truth). You can find a writer on theological
issues who is happens to be Catholic who may say just about anything. But this
has no authority in itself. Neither can the decrees of councils in the Apostolic
tradition be simply reduced to arbitrary human constructs (cf. Acts 15:28).

1) I don’t know if Blosser suffers from reading incomprehension, but intentionally
or not, he misrepresented the explicit context in which I cited Grillmeier and
Kiing. I did not cite them as theological authorities, but as historical witnesses to
the behind-the-scenes proceedings of Vatican II. Is Blosser unable to absorb that
fundamental distinction?

i1) But as long as he raises the issue, Grillmeier at least had the distinction of being
a peritus to Vatican II. Blosser has no such distinction. So why should I regard
Blosser as a more authentic interpreter of Vatican II than Grillmeier?

Even if Koenig’s faction “carried the day” in Vatican II politics, the final
documents are what count; and they are not inconsistent with ancient Church
teaching.

Did Blosser even bother to read the material I cited? You’d think that a Catholic
academic like Blosser would read up on the background of Vatican II.

The material I cited documents is a shift in the traditional teaching. Since Blosser
can’t be bothered with consulting Catholic sources on Vatican II, I'll reproduce
the material myself. Remember, this is eyewitness testimony:

Any memory of old theories of verbal inspiration was to be omitted, and
hence any form of an impersonal, mechanistic interpretation of the origin of
Scripture... But this little word veritas that intruded here proved to be a
living cell that continued to grow. But what did it mean? Only, "religious"
or even "secular7' truth, to use the language of the 1962 schema? This was
the real problem that now had to be taken up with full force both inside and
outside the conciliar discussion. This did not happen, and new suggestions
for the solution of the inerrancy question, as modem research posed it,
could be made only hesitantly.

Form F was worked out in the third session of the Council. The first change
that strikes us is in the title of Article 11: "Statuitur factum inspirationis et
veritatis S. Scripturae.” Inerrantia is replaced by the positive term veritas,
which is notably extended in the text. In the course of the discussion on the
schema in the autumn of 1964, various fathers from the Eastern and the
Western Churches made important speeches on the necessity of an



interpretation of the inerrancy of Scripture that would be in harmony with
the latest findings of exegesis. It was variously pointed out that the doctrine
of inerrancy received its particular and narrower formulation in the 19th
century, at a time when the means of secular historical research and
criticism were used to investigate the secular historical accuracy of
Scripture, and this was more or less denied - which had inevitable
consequences for its theological validity. The teaching office of the Church
sought to concentrate its defense at the point of immediate attack: i.e. to
defend the inerrancy of Scripture even in the veritates profanae generally
defending the claim of the Bible and of Christianity to be revelation. To
defend scriptural inerrancy in this sphere of secular truths various theories
were employed which sought to prove the absolute inerrancy of Scripture
on the basis of these conditions and attitudes. Because of the apologetical
viewpoint from which they started, they were in danger of producing a
narrowness and a false accentuation? in the doctrine of inerrancy. Also in
the area of the interpretation of Scripture and the rules pertaining to this we
can see a similar phenomenon, which the Council observed in different
spheres of theology and endeavoured to nullify: namely, the tendency to an
apologetical isolation and the claim to absolutism of a partial view. With
this kind of motivation for the defense of the inerrancy of Scripture in the
19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, there was a weakening of the
awareness that Scripture as the inspired, written word of God is supposed
above all to serve the preservation and expansion of the saving revelation
and reality given through Christ in the world. Of course it was always
realized that this was the real purpose of Scripture. In the question of
inerrancy, however, the emphasis was placed on the one-sided and isolated
- accentuation of the veritates profanae. This tended to create uncertainty
rather than a joyful confidence that God's truth and salvation remain present
in the world in an unfalsified and permanent form--namely through the
inspired word. It was necessary to reawaken this awareness. The doctrine of
inerrancy needed its own centre and the right accentuation.

In this respect the most important contribution was undoubtedly the speech
by Cardinal Koenig on 2 October 1964. Several other fathers who took part
in the discussion from 2 to 6 October either verbally or in writing came
back to this point. The Cardinal first of all pointed out the new situation
that exists in relation to the question of inerrancy. As a result of intensive
Oriental studies our picture of the veritas historica and the fides historica of
Scripture has been clarified. Many of the 19th century objections to the Old
Testament in particular and its reliability as an account of historical fact are
now irrelevant But Oriental studies have also produced another finding: .
.. laudata scientia rerum orientalium insuper demonstrat in Bibliis Sacris
notitias historicas et notitias scientiae naturalis a veritate quandoque



deficere.” Thus Cardinal Koenig admitted that not all the difficulties could
be solved. On the contrary, in certain cases they have an urgency that is
borne out by scientific research. His speech mentioned a few examples:
according to Mk 2: 26 David had entered the house of God under the high
priest Abiathar and eaten the bread of the Presence. In fact, however,
according to 1 Sam 21: 1 ff. it was not under Abiathar, but under his father
Abimelech. In Mt 27:9 we read that in the fate of Judas a prophecy of
Jeremiah was fulfilled. In fact it is Zech 11: 12f. that is quoted. In Dan 1: 1
we read that King Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem in the third year of
King Jehoiakim, i.e. 607 B.C., but from the authentic chronicle of King
Nebuchadnezzar that has been discovered we know that the siege can only
have taken place three years later. Other geographical and chronological
points could be quoted in this connection.

The fact that this speech could be held in a plenary session without any
protest being made is surely significant... Thus Cardinal Koenig implicitly
gives up that premise that comes from the aprioristic and unhistorical
thinking that has dominated teaching on inerrancy since the age of the
Fathers: if one admits that a sacred writer has made a mistake, then one is
necessarily admitting that God has made a mistake with the human author.
The actual aim of inspiration allows us to find a better solution: one can
still maintain the true influence of God on the human authors without
making him responsible for their weaknesses. These relate only to the form
or the outer garment of the Gospel, and not the latter itself, however much
the two might be inwardly connected- indeed, without this genuine
humanity, with all its limitations, Scripture would appear like a foreign
body in our world. But God speaks to us in this way, in our language, from
out of our midst.

A number of Council fathers followed the example of Cardinal Koenig and
refer to him as an authority: others, admittedly in the minority, produced
the traditional statements, without, however, dealing with the new points
raised by Cardinal Koenig.3

Notice that I’'m not arguing on my own grounds, here. I’m measuring Catholicism
by its own yardstick at this juncture.

The top brass has capitulated to the Historical-Critical method.

Not so. While Pope Benedict XVI (the former Cardinal Ratzinger) has been

3 H. Vorgrimler, ed. Commentary on the Documents of Vatican Il (Herder &
Herder, 1969), 3:204-207; cf. H. Kiing, My Struggle For Freedom: Memoirs
(Eerdmans 2003), 366-68.



careful to avoid condemning all the methods of historical-critical scholarship, he
has also been careful to avoid indulging the tendentious naturalistic ideological
inclinations embedded in much of the historical-critical tradition, not to mention
those conclusions that have been inimical to sound Christian doctrine.

Two problems:

1) All this means is that Benedict X VI is not as liberal as Bultmann. But it doesn’t
mean that Catholicism, at the highest echelons, hasn’t moved to the left.

i1) And I’ve also commented on the problems with this face-saving distinction (see
above). It is proper and even necessary to judge a religious institution as much by
what it informally tolerates as what it formally promulgates.

Many Protestant denominations have gone liberal even though, on paper, they
have very orthodox creeds. As long as credal orthodoxy is not enforced, it doesn’t
matter how orthodox they are on paper—that’s a dead letter.

Is the Catholic priesthood generally distinguished by the quality of its expository
sermons?

Some are; but many more are not than I would like to admit. This is a problem that
seminaries are currently endeavoring to remedy. It is also not a problem proper to
Catholicism. We have, and have had, great expository preachers, such as
Archbishop Fulton Sheen, whose television and radio programs many
Evangelicals used to enjoy.

Two problems:

1) It’s quite true that mediocre preaching is not unique to Catholicism. There’s
plenty of mediocre preaching in Evangelicalism.

But let’s also remember that Blosser was the one who cited preaching as a point in
favor of Catholicism.

For him to backtrack and now say, “Well, we’re not so hot, but neither are you!”
represents and unacknowledged retraction of his original claim.

Remember that, to make good on his claims, he needs to demonstrate the
superiority of Catholicism. Parity won’t fill the bill.

11) As far as Fulton Sheen is concerned, I remember watching him as a child. But I
don’t recall that he was distinguished for the quality of his expository preaching.
He was a facile public speaker and gifted popularizer. But that is not the same
thing as expository preaching.



Fourth, the Catholic Church’s high view of Scripture is attested, ironically, at
those points where her strict and literal interpretation is disputed by Protestantism.
..." [Note: Here I have in mind such texts as John 6:53ff. (". . . unless you eat the
flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you . . ."), which
Evangelicals tend to interpret symbolically, rejecting the literalism of the Catholic
tradition. ]

Strict literalism'? As in the way Ratzinger or Jaki take Genesis at “face value”?

I disagree with Ratzinger and Jaki on points of their Genesis interpretation --
which, by the way, is not a matter of dogmatically defined doctrine (which means
it’s open to legitimate differences of interpretation). The one thing that can be
safely said about the first few chapters of Genesis, like the prophetic chapters of
Daniel, Eziekiel and Revelation, is that they are a matter of ongoing debate within
the Church and the larger body of Christians throughout the world. Not all
Evangelicals are agreed upon the proper interpretation of first and last things
either, as you well know. I do not know any reasonable Evangelical who would
dispute this.

Once again, Blosser is backpedaling from his original claim. He will do this
throughout the course of his reply. Is it asking too much of him that he be able to
follow his own argument? Is it asking too much that he be held to the terms of his
original argument?

His original claim is that the greater literality of Catholic hermeneutics is an
argument in favor of Catholicism:

The Catholic Church’s high view of Scripture is attested, ironically, at those points
where her strict and literal interpretation is disputed by Protestantism. Despite
what conservative Protestants may think about ‘Catholic additions’ to the ‘simple
Gospel’ of Scripture, most of the Catholic distinctives that they criticize are rooted
in taking Scriptures at face value. As James Akin points out in his contribution to
Surprised by Truth: Eleven Converts Give the Biblical and Historical Reasons for
Becoming Catholic, it is not the Catholic Church, but the various factions within
Protestantism that clamor over alternative interpretations and spiritualizing
metaphors for the straightforward meanings of the text, and it is the Catholics who
take Scripture at face value.

Now, however, when I cite an obvious counterexample, he scales back his original
claim:

It’s not literalism in general, but only “doctrinally defined” literalism that counts.

He also reiterates his argument from equivalence, viz. there are parallel departures



from literalism in Evangelical circles. But equivalent “spiritualizing metaphors”
for the “straightforward meanings of the text” in certain sectors of Protestantism is
hardly an argument for the superiority of Catholicism.

So this is just one more case of many (see above and below) in which Blosser will
lead with a sweeping claim, only to tacitly retract his claim when challenged,
without—however—admitting that he lost the argument.

I realize, at a tactical level, why he’s not going to volunteer an admission of
defeat. But notice how many times he’s going to back down without saying so.

The indissolubility of marriage and prohibition of remarriage (Mk 10:11; Lk
16:18; Mt 5:32; 19:9; 1 Cor 7:10, 33).

Aside from the fact that Matthew and 1 Corinthians don’t teach the indissolubility
of marriage or prohibit remarriage, there is the further fact that Catholicism
entertains an extremely lenient version of divorce and remarriage by another
name—annulment.

The first part of this sentence begs the question as to how these NT books should
be interpreted without making an argument.

1) This is true. I didn’t argue for the Evangelical interpretation. What I did, rather,
was to counter his question-begging assertion with a question-begging counter-
assertion. Notice that he didn’t bother to argue for his Catholic interpretation of
Matthew and 1 Corinthians. He simply stipulated the truth of the Catholic
interpretation, which assumes what he needs to prove. Hence, I merely answered
him at his own level. What is tendentiously affirmed may be tendentiously denied.

11) But the other reason I didn’t attempt to mount an argument for my
interpretation is that, needless to say, there are preexisting arguments for my
interpretation. Leading evangelical NT scholars and commentators on Matthew
and 1 Corinthians have argued thusly.*

Moreover, this interpretation isn’t limited to Protestant scholars and
commentators. As the renowned Pauline scholar, Fr. Jerome Murphy-O’Connor
frankly explains, under the heading of “A Justifiable Divorce,”

In the case where the unbelieving partner did not wish to continue the

* E.g. D. Garland, 1 Corinthians (Baker 2003); C. Keener, A Commentary on the
Gospel of Matthew (Eerdmans 1999); And Marries Another: Divorce and
Remarriage in the Teaching of the New Testament (Hendrickson 1991); J.
Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew (Eerdmans 2005); A. Thiselton, The First Epistle
to the Corinthians (Eerdmans 2000);



marriage, Paul agrees that there should be a divorce...Paul says nothing
about remarriage, because in his world the act of divorce was the
authorization to contract another marriage.’

ii1) In fact, it’s quite likely that Paul, himself, as a divorce. To begin with, a strong
case can be made for the presumption that he married young, like most Jews.® And
the most plausible explanation for his subsequent bachelorhood is that his wife
divorced him after he converted to the Christian faith.” He would have been
viewed as an apostate by the religious establishment, so there must have been
enormous pressure on his wife (and children?) to leave him.

That probably lies in the background of 1 Cor 7.

While the last part of the sentence not only conflates divorce with the meaning of
annulment without defining what Catholicism understands by their difference, but
overlooks the reasons for the high number of annulments today — which has to do
with abysmally poor catechesis of Christians today in the theology of marriage.
Catholicism’s prohibition of contraception, masturbation, and non-coital orgasm
(e.g., via fellatio) look like medieval superstitions to those who have no inkling of
Catholic theology of the body or nuptial meaning of the body mirroring the
sacrament of the Eucharist (articulated so well by John Paul II). Many Christians
today view marriage as a contract, which is as different from the marital covenant
as prostitution is from matrimony. Where individuals enter into attempts at
marriage with defective understandings, it stands to reason that there may often
times be impediments to their marriage having been recognized as sacramental at
the beginning — where, for example, a marriage vow was taken only provisionally,
or with the intent of not having children, or with the intent to contracept, and so
forth.

1) The reason I “conflate” annulment with divorce and remarriage is that, as
Blosser originally framed the issue, this was an exegetical question of who took
Scripture more literally (or, at face value). But the passages he cited (Mk 10:11;
Lk 16:18; Mt 5:32; 19:9; 1 Cor 7:10, 33) don’t draw a distinction between licit
annulment and illicit divorce/remarriage. Indeed, they’re silent on the whole
category of annulment. So Blosser can only invoke annulment by abandoning his
original claim.

i1) In his reply, he also introduces oral sex into the discussion. Once again, though,
the Bible is silent on oral sex. While it would quite likely be illicit outside of
marriage, the moral status of consensual oral sex within marriage is a separate

> J. Murphy-O’Connor, 1 Corinthians (DBC 1998), 63.
% J. Murphy-O-Connor, Paul: A Critical Life (Oxford 1996), 62-64.
" F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Eerdmans 1984), 270.



question.

111) He drives an artificial wedge between a covenant and a contract. A covenant is
a contract, with such contractual features as contracting parties, stipulations, and
sanctions for noncompliance.® Blosser is attempting to redefine marriage as a
sacrament rather than a covenant.

1v) As a matter of fact, “catholicism’s prohibition of contraception, masturbation,
and non-coital orgasm (e.g., via fellatio) not only looks like a medieval
superstition,” but it literally is a medieval superstition—based on medieval
gynecology, or the lack thereof. As Anthony Kenny points out:

Aquinas, in the Summa contra Gentiles, in a chapter on “the disordered
emission of semen” treats both masturbation and contraception as a crime
against humanity, second only to homicide. Such a view is natural in the
context of a biological belief that only the male gamete provides the active
element in conception, so that the sperm is an early stage of the very same
individual as eventually comes to birth. Masturbation is then the same kind
of thing, on a minor scale, as the exposure of an infant...But the view that
masturbation is a poor man’s homicide cannot survive the knowledge that
both male and female gametes contribute equally to the genetic constitution
of the offspring.’

Although Sir. Kenny eventually left the priesthood, I don’t think one can plausibly
accuse him of being an ignoramus where Catholic theology is concerned.
Certainly his curriculum vitae stacks up tolerably well against Blosser’s
credentials—to say nothing more.

[Note: I referred to the Catholic Church teaching against contraception.]

Since Scripture never says that contraception is sinful, how does the Catholic
prohibition reflect a high view of Scripture?

By reasoning from Revelation entrusted to the Church to conclusions compelled
by logic. If you want a thing to flourish, you treat it according to its nature. You
water tomato plants, you put gasoline in cars; not vice versa. The purpose of sex is
babies and bonding. You want marriage to flourish, you foster the purposes of sex,
which are to promote these two ends. When you take a by-product of sex
(pleasure) and make it the end (purpose) of sex, so that the formal purpose of sex
(babies) is turned into an accident (which you try to prevent by contraception), you
are thwarting the nature of the thing that God created when He instituted marriage

8 Cf. NIDOTTE 1:747ff.
? A. Kenney, What | Believe (Continuum 2006), 92-93.



and commanded us to be fruitful and multiply. (See my essay, "Answering Robert
W. Jenson on contraception")

Several problems here:

1) Remember that his original appeal was a Scriptural appeal. But now, as is his
wont, Blosser deserts his original argument. He is shifting ground from revealed
theology to natural theology—to whit: a natural law argument against
contraception. This is not what he said before.

i1) I’d add that while natural law arguments often have some value, they also tend
to prove too much, and thereby prove too little. Ironically, the natural law appeal
has exposed the Catholic position to natural law objections.10

[Note: I referred, in passing, to Church teaching against autoeroticism.]
Since Scripture never condemns masturbation as sinful.

This overlooks a long tradition of interpretation related to the biblical theology of
Onanism (spilling of seed on the ground), long condemned by Protestant
Reformers as well as Catholic tradition (not to mention Judaism and Islam). (See:
Autoeroticism in Christianity, Judaism, and Islam)

Several issues:

1) I find it decidedly odd that he would look to a Christian heresy like Islam for
moral guidance.

11) The fact that masturbation may be condemned by Protestant tradition is
irrelevant. Tradition, including my own (Calvinism), is not our rule of faith.
Protestant tradition is not our rule of faith. Scripture is. Protestant tradition is
subject to Scripture. And it is, by that same token, revisable in light of better
exegesis.

ii1) As for Judaism, has Blosser ever consulted a Jewish commentary on Genesis?
The standard Jewish commentary is by Nahum Sarna:

The death of Er without a son made Onan subject to the levirate law.
Marriage between a man and his brother’s wife is strictly forbidden in the
Pentateuchal legislation of Leviticus 18:16 and 20:21. The only exception
to the prohibition occurs when the brother dies without a son. According to
Deuteronomy 25:5, a man has an obligation to his widowed sister-in-law.

'"E.g. J. Feinberg & P. Feinberg, Ethics For a Brave New World (CB 1993), 174-
75.



e e : . . el
This institution is known in Hebrew as yibbum, or “levirate marriage.

The levirate institution long antedated the Pentateuchal legislation. In fact,
it is widely documented in one form or another in several extrabiblical
sources. The compendium of laws from the Middle Assyrian Empire (15-
14C BCE)...The Hittite laws (14th-13C BCE)...A contract from the town
of Nuzi from the middle centuries of the second millennium BCE..."

[Thus], she would be assured of livelihood and protection. The surviving
brother became a surrogate for the deceased husband who posthumously
gained a child, socially acknowledged to be his progeny and heir."?

The callous refusal of Onan to perpetuate the line of his brother may have
been due to a lack of sense of duty to the dead. An even more powerful
motivation would have been the fact that with the death of the first-born,
Onan inherits one-half of his father’s estate. However, should he provide an
heir to his brother, his portion would be diminished."*

Genesis Rabba 55:5-6 understands that he practiced a primitive form of
birth control through coitus interruptus...Clearly, society at this time had
made no provision for voluntary renunciation of the levirate duty as is
found in Deuteronomy 25:7-9."

The text does not make clear specifically why Onan incurs divine wrath.
The development of the narrative favors the explanation that it is due to the
evasion of his obligation to his dead brother rather than because of the
manner in which he acts. By frustrating the purpose of the levirate
institution, Onan has placed his sexual relationship with his sister-in-law in
the category of incest—a capital offense. The unusual emphasis given to
the particular socio-legal background of the story clearly shows that the
point at 1i(sssue is the levirate obligation and not the general topic of birth
control.

1v) As for Catholicism, Blosser seems to be out of touch with contemporary
Catholic scholarship:

In the tradition of the Church’s teaching on masturbation, moral principles
were drawn primarily from the interpretation of two Scriptural passages.

"' The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (JPS 1989), 266.
2 Ibid. 266.
" Ibid. 266.
* Ibid. 267.
" Ibid. 267.
' Ibid. 267.



The first, Genesis 38:8-10...Although onanism was traditionally used as a
synonym for masturbation, Onan’s act could be more properly described as
“withdrawal.” Moreover, from the biblical author’s point of view, Onan’s
sin was his refusal to fulfill the important responsibility involved in the
levirate law (cf. Dt 25:5-10)."

The second passage, 1 Cor 6:9-11, 1s a list of vices, or more specifically,
“unjust persons”...during the patristic period and the medieval ages, some
commentators thought the term poloikol meant “masturbators.”'®

In common usage often taken to mean improperly completed intercourse or
even masturbation. The word is taken from the story of Onan in the Book
of Genesis...This was in accordance with the custom of Levirate
marriage...Popular usage of the term onanism is based on the assumption
that the evil for which the Lord took Onan’s life was his unchastity. This,
however, is by no means clear from the text, in which his refusal to
conform to the prescribed marriage custom can be seen as the wickedness
that brought vengeance upon him. Consequently, no certain argument can
be based upon this text to prove the sinful character of either improperly
completed intercourse or masturbation. Evidence for this must be sought
elsewhere."

Maybe Blosser would simply dismiss this as the private opinion of the Catholic
contributors. Of course, one could say the same thing about his exegesis of the
traditional prooftexts. In any event, some private opinions are better argued than
others.

This is one of those clear-cut cases in Roman Catholicism where some fixture of
faith and morals was justified on the basis of faulty prooftexting, and even after
the exegesis has been corrected, the erroneously derive conclusion remains intact.

That’s the problem with dogmatic tradition. It freezes erroneous interpretations in
place. Even after the mistake has been detected and openly admitted, a
superstructure has been erected upon the fissured foundation this primitive error,
so that it’s impossible, without loss of face, to tear down the misplaced edifice.

A blanket ban on masturbation does enormous moral, emotional, and spiritual
harm to single men in their sexual prime.

This is the view taken by many secularists and even Evangelicals such as James

7 “Masturbation,” New Catholic Encyclopedia (CUA, 2™ ed., 2003), 9:315b.
18 1bid., 315b-16a.
¥ 1bid. 10:600a.



Dobson. However, I would ask any of you avid Christian masturbators out there to
ask yourselves honestly whether masturbation does not in fact cultivate lust, a
prurient appetite pornography, and a predatory view of other human beings.

Several issues:

1) To say that autoeroticism fosters a predatory view of other human beings is
oxymoronic. In fact, the stock objection to masturbation is that it’s self-oriented
rather than socially oriented.

i1) Notice that he’s attacking masturbation, not because it’s intrinsically evil, but
because it may lead to evil. The classic domino theory.

111) I agree with Blosser that pornography is a serious problem—more than ever.
But this makes me wonder what he thinks about all that risqué art commissioned
by the papacy—some of which is even tinged with homoeroticism. Michelangelo
1s a case in point. As Sir Kenneth Clark observes:

The Medici Chapel is peculiar in Michelangelo’s sculpture in that two of
the chief figures are women. We know, from a quantity of evidence, that
Michelangelo considered the female body inferior to the male. Not a single
drawing of a woman done from life has come down to us, and his studies
for female subjects, such as the Leda, are invariably drawn from men. It is
true that in the Sistine ceiling he had been compelled by his theme to
introduce the naked body of Eve...but the compulsion had been dramatic
rather than formal, and it is at first hard to know why, of his own free will,
he should have introduced the female body into a work so oppressively
personal as the Medici tombs. One answer may be that he felt the need to a
contrast to the emphatic muscularity of the other figures, and since this was
the period of his life when he was most troubled by his erotic feelings for
young men, he may not have trusted himself to include in the Chapel a
male embodiment of softness and grace. There was also, in the emotional
atmosphere of the Medici Chapel, a passive character that the female body
could express better than the male. This distinctively feminine pathos had
ben recently revealed to Renaissance artists by the discovery of a splendid
and moving work of antiquity, the so-called Ariadne of the Vatican; and
although neither of Michelangelo’s figures imitates her pose, both sustain
the same flow of languid movement. But in spite of a feminine rhythm,
they are entirely without those basic sequences of form by which, as we
saw in an earlier chapter, artists have given a plastic order to physical
passion. The breasts, for example, which from the 5SC onward had been
intermediaries between geometry and the senses, and in the profoundly
sensual art of India are made to dominate the whole body, are reduced, in
the Night, to humiliating appendages; and the stomach, instead of being a



soft modulation of the other spheres, is a shapeless trunk, cut across by four
horizontal furrows.*’

Several preliminary studies from the Night have survived. They are done,
as usual, from male models and show how much more at ease he was with
the rocky male thorax and abdomen.”'

1v) I agree with Blosser that masturbation can degenerate into a compulsive-
addictive behavior. Of course, one could say the same thing about sex in general,
or eating disorders, or gambling, &c.

At the same time, this overlooks the potentially positive side effects of
masturbation as a sexual safety value for single young men—as well as the
potentially negative side effects of unfounded guilt. In the words of a standard
Christian reference work, after discussing “certain circumstances” under which it
may be maladaptive:

Masturbation may be one of the most important ways individuals learn
about their own sexuality...Other authors contend that suppression of the
natural tendency to masturbate is far more likely to lead to an emotional or
sexual problem. The history of popular and professional opinion about
masturbation has often been one of ignorance, pseudoscience, and
hysteria...These arguments have been carefully critiqued by a number of
Christian authors...As Jones and Jones (1993) observe, “There is probably
more suffering caused in Christian circles by overreactions to masturbation
than there is by the practice itself.”*

And since you bring him up, let’s remember that Dobson is a professional
pediatrician and child psychologist with decades of experience, so his considered
opinion should not be dismissed out of hand. He also discusses the potential risks,
but that’s not the whole story:

First, let’s consider masturbation from a medical perspective. We can say
without fear of contradiction that there is no scientific evidence to indicate
that this act is harmful to the body. Despite terrifying warnings given to
young people historically, it does not cause blindness, weakness, mental
retardation or any other physical problem. If it did, the entire male
population and about half of females would be blind, weak, simpleminded
and sick. Between 95 and 98 percent of all boys engage in this practice —
and the rest have been known to lie. It is as close to being a universal

29 K. Clark, The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form (MJF Books 1956), 251-52.
*! Ibid. 252.
2 Baker Encyclopedia of Psychology and Counseling (Baker 1999), 726-27.



behavior as is likely to occur. A lesser but still significant percentage of
girls also engage in what was once called “self-gratification,” or worse,
“self-abuse.”

As for the emotional consequences of masturbation, only four
circumstances should give us cause for concern. The first is when it is
associated with oppressive guilt from which the individual can’t escape.
That guilt has the potential to do considerable psychological and spiritual
damage. Boys and girls who labor under divine condemnation can
gradually become convinced that even God couldn’t love them. They
promise a thousand times with great sincerity never again to commit this
“despicable” act. Then a week or two passes, or perhaps several months.

Eventually, the hormonal pressure accumulates until nearly every waking
moment reverberates with sexual desire. Finally, in a moment (and I do
mean a moment) of weakness, it happens again. What then, dear friend?
Tell me what a young person says to God after he or she has just broken the
one-thousandth solemn promise to Him? I am convinced that some
teenagers have thrown over their faith because of their inability to please
God on this point.

The second circumstance in which masturbation might have harmful
implications is when it becomes extremely obsessive. That is more likely to
occur when it has been understood by the individual to be “forbidden fruit.”
I believe the best way to prevent that kind of obsessive response is for
adults not to emphasize or condemn it. Regardless of what you do, you will
not stop the practice of masturbation in your teenagers. That is a certainty.
You’ll just drive it underground — or under covers. Nothing works as a
“cure.” Cold showers, lots of exercise, many activities and awesome threats
are ineffective. Attempting to suppress this act is one campaign that is
destined to fail — so why wage it?

I would suggest that parents talk to their 12- or 13-year-old boys,
especially, in the same general way my mother and father discussed this
subject with me. We were riding in the car, and my dad said, “Jim, when I
was a boy, I worried so much about masturbation. It really became a scary
thing for me because I thought God was condemning me for what I
couldn’t help. So I'm telling you now that I hope you don’t feel the need to
engage in this act when you reach the teen years, but if you do, you
shouldn’t be too concerned about it. I don’t believe it has much to do with
your relationship with God.”

What a compassionate thing my father did for me that night in the car. He
was a very conservative minister who never compromised his standards of



morality to the day of his death. He stood like a rock for biblical principles
and commandments. Yet he cared enough about me to lift from my
shoulders the burden of guilt that nearly destroyed some of my friends in
the church. This kind of “reasonable” faith taught to me by my parents is
one of the primary reasons I never felt it necessary to rebel against parental
authority or defy God.”

[Note: I mentioned Church teaching on abortion.]

Why are Catholic judges and legislators who promote abortion never
excommunicated?

This is a problem, and a more public discipline may be forthcoming, we hope.
However, one of the difficulties is that a priest distributing Holy Communion may
not be in a position to know the state of the soul of the person approaching the
altar. Has he been to confession before approaching? One could cynically hazard a
guess, but who knows? One can go to confession in any parish, to any priest. One
simply doesn’t know. This has something to do with what St. Augustine said
(against the Donatists) about the importance of letting the tares grow together with
the wheat until the final harvest of Judgment. If you want a perfect society of
saints, you won’t find it in the Catholic Church. On the other hand, it’s saints who
know they are sinners, and sinners who think they are saints.

The problem with this reply is that it’s an admission that anything resembling
systematic church discipline is impossible given the presuppositions of Catholic
theology.

And what makes that a problem is that it disqualifies a Catholic apologist like
Blosser from drawing invidious comparisons between Catholic and Protestant
practice. He wags an accusing finger at abuses and excesses within Protestantism,
but when Protestant points out parallel abuses and excesses within Catholicism, he
turns to the parable of the wheat and the tares. Okay, but both sides can invoke
that parable. Why is the weedy field scandalous for Protestantism, but okay for
Catholicism?

[Note: Here Hays repeatedly focuses on the Catholic sex scandal, sodomy, and
other sins of the Church.]

Fair enough: there’s plenty of sin to go around. I could mention the no less
appalling (if less publicly broadcast) scandals and related statistics within
Protestant communions. Such scandals widely occur within Protestant circles,
although Protestant clergy make less lucrative targets of litigation, since they do

2 http://www.focusonyourchild.com/develop/art1/A0000553.html




not tend to be tied legally to large diocesan (episcopal) corporations. But what you
won’t find in the Catholic Church is popes declaring that sodomy is a "sacrament,"
or councils of bishops declaring that sin is virtue. You have to distinguish between
doctrine and discipline in the Catholic Church. There has been a need for reform
within the Church’s history at many junctures because of lack of discipline; but
the Church’s defined doctrines (dogmas) are irreproachable. You may disagree
with them, but there is no lack of integrity in their consistency or promulgation, or
their arguable defensibility in terms of fidelity to Scripture.

Several issues:

1) To begin with, I’'m discussing a pattern of sin, such as the subculture of
pederasty in the Catholic priesthood. And not just the actual perpetrators, but the
bishops who were complicit in their crimes. To my knowledge, the complicity of
the hierarchy has been almost unexceptionable. I believe the late Archbishop of
Washington DC was a singular exception.

i1) Blosser is, once again, resorting to the argument from moral equivalence. But
doesn’t the true church need to be a cut above us schismatics?

111) I’ve already pointed out the problems with driving a wedge between doctrine
and discipline (see above). Fidelity to the gospel involves practical fidelity as well
as doctrinal fidelity. To be doers of the word as well as hearers of the word.

1v) How do you reform a topdown organization when the rot starts at the top?

The OPC, PCA, WELS, SBC, and LCMS (to name a few) have a much better
record on sodomy, to say nothing else, than Catholicism.

First, just in terms of mathematics, you're comparing Protestant denominations,
some of which number less than 25,000 members (like the OPC) with the Catholic
Church, whose membership is over 1,000,000,000,000 (1 billion). Is that fair?

Well, now, this does, indeed, raise a very interesting question:

1) Is it fair to compare Protestant denominations, some of which are miniscule, to
Catholicism?

A large part of Blosser’s attack on sola Scriptura consists in drawing invidious
comparisons between Catholicism and Protestantism. He’s has no hesitation about
comparing the two as long as the comparison is onerous to Protestantism.

But as soon as the comparison is onerous to Catholicism, then the comparative
method is suddenly “unfair.”



i1) Perhaps, though, we could try to refine his objection a bit. Maybe his objection
1s that it’s unfair to compare with best of Protestantism with the worst of
Catholicism.

But the beauty of Protestantism is that we can be selective. We are a liberty to
cherry-pick the ripe fruit, and discard the rotten or poisonous fruit. We are not
shackled to a corrupt institution.

Second, you’re also talking about scandal, but not teaching, which was the
question at issue. The Catholic Church has never taught that sodomy was not a sin.
On the other hand, which of the denominational bodies you have referenced has
not compromised itself on some matter or other, following the Anglican church’s
policy, for example, of opening the door to contraception in 1930, thus severing
the link between sex and procreation, undercutting the argument against
recreational uses of sex, or the acceptance of masturbation, or divorce and
remarriage, etc.? Yet all of these were ancient prohibitions of the Church. See the
Evangelical writer, Charles D. Provan's book, The Bible and Birth Control.

A few basic issues:

1) When he cites divorce, masturbation, and contraception as examples of moral
and theological compromise, he is simply assuming the Catholic frame of
reference rather than arguing for that standard of comparison.

11) He is also taking an all-or-nothing approach to the alternatives. For example,
there’s no doubt that some Protestant denominations have moved to the left—
fatally so. But to assume that opening the door to any form of divorce and
remarriage (to take one example) is a form of moral or theological compromise is
just that—a question-begging assumption.

There are principled arguments for these positions, drawn from the exegesis of
Scripture. Exegetical arguments that do distinguish between Scriptural grounds for
divorce and unscriptural grounds for divorce.

It is quite inaccurate to insinuate that only liberals question tradition, or that once
you allow anything, you thereby allow everything.

To take one paradigmatic example, the Mosaic law does not take an all-or-nothing
approach to every single issue. It doesn’t pose every moral issue as a choice
between a blanket prohibition and unfettered license.

[It is incumbent upon the Protestant to] show from Scripture that God’s will
throughout history has been to commit wholly to writing all revelation and
instruction that He intended as an ongoing authority for the His people and their
salvation.[25].”



Sola Scriptura is tied to the end-stage of progressive revelation—the point at
which all revelation to be inscripturated has been inscripturated.

How does this show that the Protestant need not “show from Scripture that God’s
will throughout history has been to commit wholly to writing all revelation and
instruction that He intended as an ongoing authority for the His people and their
salvation™?

Note that Blosser is now reversing the question. He originally said, it is incumbent
upon the Protestant to] show from Scripture that God’s will throughout history has
been to commit wholly to writing all revelation and instruction that He intended as
an ongoing authority for the His people and their salvation.

But in response to my reply, he now says, it is incumbent upon the Protestant to
show from Scripture that God’s will throughout history has not been to commit
wholly to writing all revelation and instruction that He intended as an ongoing
authority for the His people and their salvation.

Other issues aside, is it incumbent upon the Protestant to prove a negative?
Wouldn’t the very absence of such evidence mean that there is no presumption to
disprove?

Paul demands that his readers 'stand firm and hold to the traditions' they have
received 'either by word of mouth or letter' (2 Th 2:15).

Evangelicals don’t deny that apostolic tradition is authoritative. But we don’t have
any oral apostolic tradition.

That’s because you assume that all of apostolic tradition has been subsumed into
biblical tradition, which begs the question. But even if that were true, ex hypothesi,
it would not follow (as Cardinal Newman shows) from the material sufficiency of
Scripture that the Bible is formally sufficient. One would need extra-biblical
criteria for identifying what counts as Scripture. Even that is a matter of Catholic
tradition — one which Luther denied when he excluded the books of Hebrews,
James, Jude and Revelation from the books he considered canonical in the first
edition of his Deutsche Bibel.

1) What makes him think that I need to assume that? I don’t not assume that all of
apostolic tradition has been inscripturated.

Rather, my position is that God has inscripturated as much apostolic tradition as is
necessary for the duration of the church age.

1) Even if we needed some extrascriptural criterion to identify what counts as
Scriptura, that is not contrary to sola Scriptura. Blosser is operating with a



reductionistic caricature of sola Scriptura.

Let’s remember that “sola Scriptura” is merely a popular slogan. You cannot
extract the doctrine of sola Scriptura from the dictionary definition of a two-word
catch-phrase.

Let’s take a classic definition of the doctrine in question: “The supreme judge by
which all controversies of religion are to be determined, and all decrees of
councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to
be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy
Spirit speaking in the Scripture”24

This definition does not exclude external criteria to identify the rule of faith.
Maybe they’re needed, and maybe not. But that’s a separate issue.

Given Scripture, then sola Scriptura is the supreme just of all religious
controversies. Blosser is confusing the identification of Scripture with the function
of Scripture. The rule of faith is concerned with the function of Scripture, and not
with how we identify the rule of faith (i.e. what counts as Scripture) to the
necessary exclusion of extrascriptural criteria or truth-conditions.

For example, sense knowledge is needed to identify Scripture. But sense
knowledge doesn’t figure in the definition of the regular fidei.

iii) Since I’'m not Lutheran, the onus is not on me to defend the canon on Lutheran
principles.25

[Note: I refer to the verse that calls the Church the “pillar and foundation of truth”
(1 Tim 3:15).]

1 Tim 3:15 doesn’t refer to “the Church,” but to a local church.

There is no reason why “household of God” cannot refer to the universal Church.
The local church does not and cannot subsist on its own, any more than the
branches can subsist apart from the vine from which it draws its sustenance.

This is a central and traditional Catholic prooftext. So we need to be very clear on
what it means and how it applies.

Several problems:

1) The fact that the local church is logically related to the universal church is

**WCF 1:10.
> For a brief example of how that is done, cf. R. Preus, The Theology of Post-
Reformation Lutheranism (Concordia 1970), 1:304-06.



irrelevant to intended linguistic referent in 1 Tim 3:15. No one denies the logical
relation between the local and the universal church. But that’s beside the point.

Blosser isn’t exegeting the text of 1 Tim 3:15. And this is typical of a Catholic
apologist. What counts in Catholicism is historical theology rather than exegetical
theology.

Once you deny sola Scriptura, then it’s easy to become very lazy about exegesis.
For, at the end of the day, exegesis isn’t driving Catholic theology.

Blosser is operating at the level of systematic theology rather than exegetical
theology. But that is too high a level of abstraction, for systematic theology is,
itself, abstracted from exegetical theology. To start with systematic theology, and
map that back on any particular verse of Scripture is viciously circular. The proper
relation between exegetics and systematics is first to analyze each author on his
own terms, and then proceed to the plane of theological synthesis.

To operate in reverse is building on a foundation of thin air, for it assumes that
you already know what the verse means according to systematic theology. But
where is systematic theology getting its information? Exegetical theology needs to
be feeding into systematic theology.

i1) Blosser’s allusion to Jn 15 compounds the problem:

a) There is nothing ecclesiastical about Jn 15. This is a good example of how
Catholic theological method proceeds by cumulative error, piling one mistake atop
another.

b) Even if Jn 15 were talking about the church, you cannot simply use one author
to interpret another author unless one author is alluding to another author. To use
the botanical metaphor in Jn 15 to construe the meaning of 1 Tim 3:5 is
superimposing an extrinsic hermeneutical grid onto the Pauline text.

ii1) As usual, Blosser’s contention is out of step with contemporary Catholic
scholarship. The two standard Catholic commentaries on 1 Timothy are by Msgr.
Quinn and Luke Timothy Johnson. Let’s take a look at how a Catholic NT scholar
does serious exegesis:

A church, in both 3:5 and 5:15, has a local aspect as a home has an
address...the anarthrous usage in this chapter in Timothy may be a way of
indicating ekkAnoia Beov is to be heard for all practical purposes as a
name (see BDF §257.2), perhaps one current already in Ephesus. The use
of the phrase here would constitute a delicate compliment to the local
usage, encouraging the house churches there to welcome the Pauline
directives of this correspondence as they prided themselves on a



specifically Pauline name for their Christian assembly.*®

God’s house, understood 1n this fashion, can be described further as the
church of the living God. Just as the 01K0G as a sign was the actual, local
assembly of believers, that same local assembly could be called God’s
church (as in 3:5 abov‘:).27

The organization, such as we can reconstruct it, does not resemble the
hierarchical arrangement of the clergy described in Ignatius’s Letters. It
comes closer to the synagogal structure of Diaspora Judaism, an
organizational arrangement that, in turn, closely resembled that in Greco-
Roman collegia. Such arrangements were available in Paul’s milieu. No
long period of internal development was required for them to emerge.*®

There is a complete absence of legitimation of any organizational element
in these letters. Leaders are not designated as priests, and none of their
functions are cultic in character. Instead, they are given the sort of secular
designations used in clubs, and their functions are practical and
quotidian...Nothing in the letters supports the idea that structure is in the
process of creation.”

The elements of church structure found in 1 Timothy and Titus are far
closer to the elements suggested by the undisputed letters of Paul than to
the ecclesiastical arrangements outlined by Ignatius of Antioch.™

It may be well to begin a consideration of Paul’s instructions concerning
the supervisor by restating two basic points. The first is that the designation
“church order in the Pastorals” is misleading. Titus has only a handful of
verses that appear to meld the position of elder and supervisor (Tit 1:5-9). 2
Timothy gives no attention to church organization. A better designation,
then, is “church order in Ephesus as it can b e inferred from 1
Timothy.”...[Second], the best recent study of institutionalization in
Pauline churches within the conventional developmental framework reveals
how little there is to support the picture of institutional development, once
those theological underpinnings are removed and the data are read fairly.31

The structure suggested by 1 Timothy is simple. I mention first several key

%% J. Quinn & W. Wacker, The First and Second Letters to Timothy (Eerdmans
2000), 262-63.
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* Ibid., 75.
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Greek terms that will recur in the discussion. The leadership is exercised by

an eMeKoTog who functions as part of a “board of elders” (tpecPuteprov,
4:14).%

Such a collegial leadership, with a single figure serving as supervisor or
coordinator, is the basic structure for intentional groups in the 1C
Mediterranean world...In 1 Timothy, we have the board of elders, a
leadership position called the supervisor, and subordinate officials—
probably both male and female (3:11)—called literally “helpers”
(dtoekovol). The correlation of offices to functions is not revealed. But we
learn that the community carries out certain activities that match those we
know about in the Diaspora synagogue. It performs public prayer together
with reading and exhortation (4:1-3; 2:1-3). It makes charity distribution to
widows (5:3-16). It exercises hospitality (3:2). It hears and settles disputes
(5:19-20).%

The assumption that exactly the same structure prevailed everywhere from
the beginning is implausible. We should think rather of patterns of
organization that share elements with diverse local expressions.34

Paul’s allusion to the TpecButeprov (board of elders) in 4:14 and his
comments on elders and widows in 5:1-25 clearly have an ad hoc and
circumstantial character. It is possible at this point, therefore, to take
stock.™

For the most part, however, we see a simple collegial governance: older
men form a board with a supervisor and have some helpers for practical
assurance. We note again that none of these titles or roles is theologically
legitimized. The leaders are not given religious titles and are granted no
particular spiritual power. Their tasks appear to be organizational, didactic,
and practical rather than cultic or liturgical.36

This brings us to my fairly unusual translation of 3:15. If “pillar and
foundation of truth” is taken in the usual way, as standing in apposition to
“the church of the living God,” there are two unfortunate results. The first
is that Paul’s metaphor is fractured. The church cannot logically be both the
house and a pillar of or foundation for the house. The second is the
unhappy inference that some ecclesiologies have not been slow to draw: to
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equate the church with “the foundation of truth.” The translation I have
suggested, however, avoids both problems and makes better sense of the
rhetorical function of the passage.37

These verses can be tailored to a Protestant pattern, but the resulting fit is never
quite natural. As Kreeft says, ‘We are not taught by a teacher without a book or by
a book without a teacher, but by one teacher, the Church, with one book,
Scripture’ (Kreeft, 275).

A straw man argument since Evangelicals don’t deny the role of teachers in the
life of the church.

How is this a straw argument, since what you mean by teacher is severed from the
teacher referenced: namely, the Church. Accordingly, you have many teachers and
face the problem of factionalism referenced by Paul in 1 Cor. 1.

1) It is only severed from “the Church” according to your Catholic brand of
ecclesiology.

i1) It is anachronistic for you to retroject your Catholic brand of ecclesiology back
into 1 Cor.

111) Paul is talking about a popularity contest. Judging by personalities.

iv) Yes, we have to choose between many teachers. It’s a question of going with
the best argument. Even a Catholic has to do that in order to adjudicate the claims
of rival theological traditions.

So the onus is on the Catholic to literally document the existence of oral tradition.
But if it’s documentary, it’s not oral.

Nonsense. The fact that something is later attested in writing doesn’t mean that it
was not first oral tradition.

Which misses the point. You need factual evidence to establish a factual claim. It
isn’t enough to merely posit prior oral tradition. This is what liberal form critics
do.

Nor does the fact that something was first in writing mean that it didn’t
subsequently become oral tradition if the original writing was lost. 2 Chronicles
29:25 and 35:4 both reference liturgical instructions according to the command of
the Lord in Scriptures that are lost to history.

37 |bid. 237; cf. 231-32.



Two problems:

1) You continue to miss the point. If you can cite specific, trustworthy evidence for
a specific, oral tradition, fine.

That hardly justifies an unbridled appeal to oral tradition for which you have no
corresponding documentation.

11) You are now claiming that these liturgical instructions were originally
Scripture, and these Scriptures have subsequently been /lost.

But the verses you cite make no such claim. Where is your supporting argument
for this identification?

If these were once inscripturated, the fact remains they were extra-biblical
traditions by the time the canon we now have was passed down to us.

You are trading on equivocations, where you seem to equate writing with
inscripturation. As you ought to know, there is more to inscripturation than
committing an oral communiqué to writing. Even if you committed a divine
revelation to writing, that wouldn’t make it Scripture. Scripture is not merely a
written record, but an inspired writing. Perhaps, though, you have more liberal
views of inspiration.

Likewise, there are no preserved written liturgical instructions for the early
Church, and there is hardly enough material in the NT from which to infer how the
early Church worshipped.

True. And what should we infer from that?

1) A Catholic like Blosser takes the argument from silence to authorize the use of
sacred tradition in order to supplement the many questions left unanswered by
Scripture.

i1) But a Protestant takes the argument from silence to indicate that this is a point
of liberty. Our worship must be consistent with Scripture, but where Scripture is
silent, we are free to be creative.

Everything doesn’t come down to an utterly stark, binary choice between right and
wrong. There can be more than one morally licit option.

111) If God thought it was important for us to worship according to a particular
formula or blueprint, he was certainly in a position to inspire and preserve a set of
liturgical instructions.



iv) Indeed, the OT is far more detailed in this respect than the NT. God didn’t
leave it to mere tradition to fill in the gaps.

v) But there’s another reason why the NT takes this laissez-faire attitude. Why is it
so important for Catholicism to nail down the right rite? In order to assign
sacramental actions to the proper church officer, that’s why.

Yet the NT doesn’t operate with Catholic assumptions. The NT is fairly silent on
these issues because it doesn’t come out of the blue. Rather, there is OT precedent
to go by.

Who presided at the Passover—which was the foundational OT “‘sacrament.” Was
it a priest? No, a layman. The pater familias.

What is more, it’s unlikely that a Levitical priest was always around to circumcise
a man-child on the eighth day. Not everyone lived in or near Jerusalem.

Likewise, there’s no evidence that a priest had to perform the marriage ceremony.
And, once again, it’s unlikely that a priest would always be on hand.

Yet there are ample extra-biblical traditions. There is no evidence that these were
encoded in writing until several centuries had passed, for the first written canons
of the Mass did not appear until after the Edict of Milan.

Which is a problem for verification.

But there are some written indications in extra-biblical sources of what these
liturgical traditions from the time of Christ down to the first encoded canons of the
Mass must have been like from writings such as the Didache (Greek, 'teaching’,
for Teaching of the Apostles) [fragmant depicted, right], which speak of the
Christians meeting for the ‘sacrifice,” and so forth.

1) Among other issues, one of Blosser’s oversights is the assumption that
Apostolic practice, even if we could retrace subapostolic tradition all the way back
to the apostles, is automatically normative for the church at all times and places.

But Blosser himself is bound to believe that a certain amount of apostolic practice
1s culturally conditioned. For example, does Blosser infer from Acts 21:17-26 that
Temple attendance or the Nazirite vow is obligatory for all believers? A practice
1S not a command.

1) Yes, with its reference to “sacrifice,” one can see why Blosser would find this
extrascriptural tradition appealing—as a bridge on the way to the sacrifice of the
Mass. But as one scholar points out:



The use of the word OBvcia (sacrifice) in this connection is not to be
understood as a reference to the sacrifice of Christ. The word was a
common description of prayers, alms and gifts in the usage of the time. It is
the “sacrifice” of the people to which reference is being made.”

In addition, how does Catholicism verify that an oral tradition is apostolic or
dominical?

This is an important and fair question and deserves a fair answer. It touches on the
question of authority, which is differently understood by Protestants (for whom
religious authority is ultimately the Bible as they interpret it) and Catholics (for
whom religious authority ultimately resides in the Church as interpreter of Divine
Revelation, which primarily but not exclusively resides in Scripture). Newman is
good on this, and I don’t have more time than to briefly reference him here.
Protestants see the Prophetic Office as having ceased with the close of OT times --
by which they mean the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, preceding what they term the
"intertestemental period." Catholics see it as an ongoing office reposing in the
Pope and universal college of bishops within the Church, which constitute the
infallible Magisterial (teaching) authority of the Church. (See Cardinal Newman’s
essay on the "Lecures on the Prophetic Office of the Church," which, though
written before his Catholic conversion, contains many insights.)

I’ve read his lectures. And in the course of his lectures he defends the Protestant
rule of faith while faulting the Catholic rule of faith. So how, exactly, is this
appeal supposed to support Blosser’s contention?

First, if all bindingly authoritative oral instruction ceased with the death of the last
apostle, and if the early churches did not have copies of all the NT books until
well after that time, who spoke for the Lord Jesus and the apostles in the interim?

This makes unwarranted assumptions about the rate of dissemination. We know,
for example, that Paul had couriers who transported his letters a considerable
distance. We also know that some letters were always meant to widely circulate
(e.g. Gal 1:3; Col 4:16; 1 Pet 1:1).

How does this make “unwarranted assumptions about the rate of dissemination”?
You state that “Paul had couriers who transported his letters a considerable
distance, and that we “know that some letters were always meant to widely
circulate (e.g. Gal 1:3; Col 4:16; 1 Pet 1:1).” But how does this remotely suggest
that every church — or even most of them — within the universal Church were in
possession of all the NT books? My question still stands unanswered.

3% ZPEB 2:125a.



Several issues to sort out:

1) My response needn’t be any more precise than the objection it addresses. When
Blosser uses a very vague descriptor like “well after that time,” it’s adequate for
me to point out that, both in principle and practice, NT documents could
disseminate at a very rapid rate. That was certainly the case when an apostle wrote
a letter to local church. Indeed, Catholic scholar Luke Timothy Johnson makes
that very point:

From the very beginning, as well, writings were exchanged between
churches for the purpose of being read aloud in the assembly. The practice
1s reflected in Act 15 where the apostolic letter is sent to gentile believers in
Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia (Acts 15:23). Second Corinthians is sent to “all
the saints who are in the whole of Achaia” (2 Cor 1:1). Galatians is written
for all the churches of that province (Gal 1:2). The Colossians and
Laodiceans are to exchange the letters Paul wrote to each (Col 4:16).
Ephesians and 1 Peter are circular letters, intended for numerous churches
thoroughly a particular region.39

11) Does this prove that the entire canon of the NT disseminated at a rapid rate?
No. But remember that Blosser’s claim is equally unverifiable. To say the early
churches didn’t have the NT books “until well after that time” fails to specify the
interval during which they were without the canon.

111) And let us draw attention to another obvious objection that Blosser overlooks.
For one can raise a parallel objection to the rate of oral dissemination.

Whether in writing or by word-of-mouth, both the written word and the spoken
word employ a personal medium to disseminate the message—whether it’s a
speaker or courier.

Why does Blosser think it would be more difficult to get a document (or copy of a
document) into the hands of the churches than it would be to transmit oral
tradition? In both cases, it requires a contact person to communicate the
information.

1v) Indeed, one of the primary reasons that we have the NT correspondence is
because the letter writer couldn’t be everywhere at once.

v) We also need to clear away the straw man argument that oral apostolic

% L. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament (Fortress 1999), 597; cf. M.
Thompson, “The Holy Internet: Communication Between Churches in the First
Christian Century,” R. Bauckham, ed. The Gospel for All Christians (Eerdmans
1998), chapter 2.



communication lost its binding authority the instant the last apostle died. Is
Blosser even attempting to seriously represent the Protestant position?

Evidently, it is necessary for Blosser to caricature the opposing side in order to
justify his conversion to Rome.

But for those of us who wish to be serious, one needs to draw some basic
distinctions:

a) If I were a personal disciple of, let us say, the Apostle John, and he taught me
something in private conversation, that would be binding on me, and it would
continue to be binding on me after he died.

b) But to say it is binding on a third party who wasn’t privy to that conversation is
a very different claim. At a minimum you would need to establish a rigorous
chain-of-custody, with a reliable series of tradents for every link in the chain.

And even then, it would not be on par with Scripture, for oral tradition, however
conscientious the process of transmission, is not inspired.

Memory is better at some things than others. Better at recalling events than words.

1v) Blosser also tilts the scales by insisting that all the churches have all the books
of the NT. But when should we accede to this all-or-nothing demand?

Blosser originally said: the apostles died centuries before the NT was fully
canonized, and well before each church had copies of all the books that would
later make up the NT. Yet someone had to be ‘in charge’ during these years who
had the authority to declare, “This is orthodox,” and “That is heterodox.”?

Is he claiming that it would be impossible to say anything about what is orthodox
or heterodox unless a pastor or layman had the complete canon of Scripture? How
does that follow?

If an early church pastor only had the Gospels and Pauline Epistles—in addition to
the OT—would he be unable to pronounce on matters covered in these
documents—even if he would be unable to pronounce on matters unique to other
NT books?

And assuming, for the sake of argument, that this would render him incompetent
to discharge his pastoral obligations, does Blosser have any evidence that all the
early churches had a body of oral tradition which duplicated the content of all the
NT documents?

v) Blosser also betrays a rather atomistic understanding of how the NT originally



circulated. It circulated in blocks of material, not individual units (except for
Revelation):

The New Testament, as mentioned in chapter 1, began life as four
collections (Gospels, Paul, Acts+Catholic epistles, Revelation) in its
earliest recensions.*

As David Trobisch has documented in some detail, canonical transmission and
textual transmission went hand in hand. These were not separate or subsequent
processes. For example:

It does not matter when or where the MS was written, whether it is a
majuscule or a miniscule, whether the text was written on papyrus or on
parchment; and it does not matter whether the text is taken from the
Gospels, the letters of Paul, or the Revelation of John. Any MS of the NT
will contain a number of contracted terms that have to be decoded by the
reader: the so-called nomina sacra, sacred names.*!

Aside from the characteristic notation of nomina sacra there is another
fascinating observation concerning the canonical edition: from the very
beginning, NT MSS were codices and not scrolls.*

The arrangement and the number of NT writings in the oldest extant MSS
of the Christian Bible provide the most important evidence for describing
the history of the canon. Methodologically, varied sequences of the writings
in the MSS demonstrate that the writings circulated separately at first and
were combined to form different collections later. This statement may also
be reversed: if the same number of Gospels, letters of Paul, general letters,
&c., are presented in the MSS in the same order, it follows that these MSS
are based on an established collection.*

The four oldest extant MSS [Codex Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, Alexandrinus, &
Ephraemi Rescriptus], which at the time of the production presented a
complete edition of the NT, were produced during the 4-5C.*

It seems that none of the four MSS served as a master copy for any of the
others and that they were produced independently. Furthermore, each of

40 J. Barton, Holy Writings, Sacred Text: The Canon in Early Christianity (WJK
1997), 150.
* The First Edition of the New Testament (Oxford 2000), 11.
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these four MSSS constitutes a compete edition of the Christian Bible. They
all contain the writings of the OT followed by the NT.*

By comparing the sequence of the writings in the four oldest extant editions
of the NT, the four collection units of the MS tradition are easily identified:
The four-Gospel Book, the Praxapostolos [i.e. Acts], the Letters of Paul,
and the Revelation of John.*®

Because most of these MSS were produced after the 5C, at a time when the
number of the 27 canonical writings had been firmly established, the
division of the NT into collection units does not attest to different stages of
the canon. The reason for such a division is probably a purely practical one.
Smaller books were easier to bind, transport, and read. In case of loss or
destruction, only the affected volume had to be replaced. Moreover, readers
were not equally interested in each of the four units; some were clearly
more popular than other.”’

Examining the titles of the NT writings, one of the first observations is that
they are transmitted with few variants. They are structure the canonical
edition in this way: Gospels, Praxapostolos [i.e. Acts], letters of Paul, and
Revelation of John.*®

The titles serve to group the individual writings into collection units. The
organizing function is clear for those letters that are numbered: the letters to
the Corinthians, Thessalonians, and Timothy, and the letters of Peter and
John.*”

Three additional groups are easily discerned: the four Gospels, the seven
general letters, and the letters of Paul. The titles of the remaining two
writings, Acts and Revelation, contain a genre designation in their first part,
just like the titles of the three groups do.””

The archetype of the collection most probably was entitled he kaine
diatheke, “The New Testament.” Due to their fragmentary character, the
oldest MSS do not preserve the title page. The uniform evidence of the
extant tradition, however, strongly suggests that this was the title of the

* Ibid.
“® Ibid.
7 lbid.
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* Ibid.
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archetype.”’

How is one to plausibly imagine the transition from the partially oral framework
of authoritative instruction (OT + teachings of Jesus and apostles) to a wholly
written framework (OT + NT) required by this hypothesis? Gregory Krehbiel
offers a wry scenario: ‘One imagines all the churches dutifully obeying Paul’s oral
instructions on the Eucharist [1 Cor 11:34] and anxiously awaiting the publication
in the Antiochian Post of the last apostle’s obituary, at which point they are to
rewrite their book of church order and eliminate everything based on oral
instructions.’[31] The whole idea, of course, seem ridiculous, but scarcely more so
than some of the assertions commonly made in this connection (see n. 30).

What is ridiculous is the assumption that orality preceded textuality, as if you had
to have an oral stage of transmission prior to a textual stage.

Nothing. What is implausible is the assumption that the textual tradition absorbed
everything intended for the ongoing governance of the Church from the tradition
of oral teaching and instruction -- as suggested in Krehbiel’s wry scenario above.

Notice that he’s changing the subject. He originally asserted a two-stage process
from orality to literality: how is one to plausibly imagine the transition from the
partially oral framework of authoritative instruction (OT + teachings of Jesus and
apostles) to a wholly written framework (OT + NT) required by this hypothesis?

1) My reply was directly responsive to that claim. Now, having been answered on
the terms of the original question, he changes the question—which is a tacit
admission that his original objection fell flat.

1) And I’ve already addressed Krehbiel’s straw man argument, adopted by Blosser
(see above).

[Note: skipping over some of Hays’ arguments, I pick up where he takes
Newman’s oft-quoted statement (“to be deep into history is to cease to be
Protestant”) and inverts it to read: “To be deep in Bible history is to cease to be a
Catholic.”]

But this is nonsense, as any careful reading of the patristics will show. It was
Newman’s own reading of the patristics that convinced him that he, as an
Anglican, stood on the wrong side of the divide between the Athanasius and Arius
on the question of authority. It was also Newman who discovered that there was
more evidence among the patristics for belief in things like Purgatory than there
was for belief in the Trinity. Of course, he embraced both; but the point is that the
record of patristic history is an empirical one open for the inspection by all willing
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to examine it, and that it confutes the historical conceits of most Protestants. I
would encourage each reader to examine it carefully and honestly for himself and
draw his own conclusions. My view is that the Catholic Church’s credentials, at
this point, are utterly irrefutable.

1) How is this the least bit responsive to what I said? What I said is that to be deep
in Bible history is to cease to be a Catholic. What Blosser does is to defend
Newman’s original formulation rather than my reformulation. But appealing to the
church fathers to show that Catholicism has a better claim on Athanasius than the
Anglican via media is irrelevant to my own claim.

11) In addition, disproving Anglicanism wouldn’t prove Catholicism. There are
more than two options. How does invoking a Greek Father like Athanasius (to take
his own example) select for Roman Catholicism rather than Greek Orthodoxy?

Catholics have no historical consciousness or groundedness when it comes to the
history of the NT church or the covenant community in OT times.

I’'m afraid the writer of such words has little acquaintance with the historical
biblical scholarship of Catholics. The French and Spanish and German and Italian
scholarship here would take pages to relate. However, even sticking to Catholic
converts, one may reference numerous biblical scholars who found the OT and NT
data confirmatory of their Catholic convictions — including Kenneth Cooper
(former NT professor at Covenant Seminary, St. Louis), Kenneth Howell (former
NT professor at Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, MS), William Farmer
(Prof. of NT at the University of Dallas), Scott Hahn (graduate of Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary and author of many biblical studies), Robert Sungenis
(graduate of Westminster Theological Seminary and author of many biblical
studies), not to mention the likes of John Henry Newman, Ronald Knox, Henry G.
Graham, etc. — none of whom anyone in his right mind would accuse of “having
no historical consciousness.” So it is difficult to find your generalization credible.

1) And name-dropping is not an argument to the contrary. If name-dropping carries
the day, then we could cite far more Evangelical Bible scholars who have not
crossed the Tiber.

11) Blosser must also be a pretty desperate to cite anyone as erratic as Robert
Sungenis. And if he’s going to cite Scott Hahn, why not add Gerry Matatics to the
list. Oh, but Matatics is a Presbyterian turned sedevacantist, so that wouldn’t be
rather subversive to the point that Blosser is trying to make.

111) For a real life example of how the lack of historical consciousness or
groundedness infects and afflicts the very highest echelons of Catholic
deliberations, just consider the following insider’s exposé:



What we hardly ever heard in Rome as students, but what I have already
worked out in my Tiibingen inaugural lecture, is that the New Testament,
patristic and in part even the early mediaeval understanding of the church
had a different orientation: not on a monarchical head but on the
community of believers—the communio fidelium, and the ministries in the
service of the community.52

Even now, 40 yeas later, I get extremely angry when I once again pick up
my original Council documents and begin to thumb through the large-
format volume of the revised draft of the Constitution on the Church, bound
in grey. The questions that I raised at the time are in the margin: objection
after objection. How could such a deeply contradictory second draft decree
come into being between the sessions? And what were the disputed point?
Today I recognize even more clearly than at the time that the issue was not
and is not the finger points of theology but the basic question whether the
communio model of the church oriented on the Bible, or the mediaeval
absolutist pyramidal model, would again win through. A look behind the
scenes shows how this contradictory Council constitution came about.”

The new draft is a compromise product...O seven alternative drafts, that by
Monsignor Philips of Louvain prevails—why?...The small ‘Belgia working
party’ (‘squadra belga’) from the University of Louvain, very efficiently
supported by the Rector of the Pontifical Belgian College, Monsignor A.
Prignon, have collaborated admirably. And in their primate, Cardinal
Suenens, they have probably the best strategist and orator of the Second
Vatican Council, who moreover is responsible for the schema on the church
in the Co-coordinating Commission between the two sessions.”*

But Gérard Philips has made the main contribution, problematical as it
1s... Though far from having the theological stature of Congar, Rahner or
Schillebeeckx, the short friendly prelate surpasses them all as a tactician
and formulator of consensus texts (tested by long years in the Belgian
Senate)...Monsignor Philips sees himself as the indefatigable mediator
between Curia (call ‘minority’) and Council (called ‘majority’), between
‘integrists’ and ‘progressives,” old schemata and new efforts.”

But at whose expense? Today more than ever I am convinced that this is at
the expense of the truth—above all the truth of the Bible, the foundation
document of the church. For one thing 8unfortunately escapes even the

2 H. Kiing, My Struggle for Freedom: Memoirs (Eerdmans 2003), 348.
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learned and wily Louvain dogmatic theologian: a solid knowledge of the
current state of discussion in New Testament exegesis. He uses biblical
texts dogmatically, supported by one or two traditional exegetes.56

Once in an aisle of St Peter’s I put to Philips the test questions: ‘“Who really
celebrated the eucharist in the community of Corinth when the apostle Paul
was abroad (say in Ephesus)?’ Philips—unfortunately like Congar and
others later—proves perplexed, and innocently asks what I mean. I tell him
that it is clear from 1 Corinthians (and this isn’t just the Tiibingen
perspective but that of critical exegesis generally) that in Corinth there was
no bishop or Presbyter (Timothy or Titus) whom Paul could have addressed
when abuses at the celebration of the eucharist were reported to him...In
his letter to Corinthians Paul doesn’t address any official but the
community as a whole: “Wait for one another” and so on. What does that
mean? It means that the community of Corinth celebrated the eucharist
even without the apostle, and even without a bishop or presbyter. And what
follows from that for today? It follows that according to the New
Testament, Catholic communities, say in Communist China, indeed if need
be any group of Christians today, can celebrate a eucharist which is
theologically valid even without a priest, even if perhaps it is also illegal
according to church law! And Protestant communities with pastors who
don’t stand in the apostolic succession of ministry can celebrate the
eucharist in a quite valid way.”’

And our scheme on the church? It completely ignores such fundamental
problems. Philips? I get the impression that he isn’t clear about the scope of
these questions.™

This is the sort of thing that was feeding into an ecumenical council—the very top
of the food chain. What came out reflects what went in.

But then, in all seriousness, what is the partisan of sola scriptura to say about those
who remembered the oral instructions of the apostles—concerning, say, the
Eucharistic liturgy—who perhaps even wrote down and preserved these, even
though they never made it into the NT canon?

That’s irrelevant to the epistemic situation of a 21C Christian.

How is it “irrelevant to the epistemic situation of a 21C Christian” whether a
partisan of sola scriptura can say whether oral instructions concerning, say, the
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Eucharistic liturgy, made it into the canon or not? Partisans of non-liturgical
traditions of worship (what the historian, Joseph Strayer, called “four walls and a
sermon’’) may consider liturgy an arbitrary matter, but Catholics do not, because
they believe God is to be worshipped, not as we wish, but as He wishes -- in a
manner divinely revealed through Sacred Tradition, which involves at its center
the sacramental presentation of the once-for-all, atoning sacrifice of Christ.

1) And if the right worship of God depends on a particular liturgy, then God was
more than able to inscripturate dominical or apostolic instructions to that effect.

11) I’d also reiterate that there’s no way to verify oral tradition at this distance from
the events.

The writings of the early Church are filled with extrabiblical sayings of Jesus,
practices of the Christian community, liturgical and Eucharistic formulas, and so
forth, which presuppose the divine origin and authority of these things.[32]

You replied: “[The writings of the early Church are] filled with apocryphal
sayings.”

Since, most Protestants disagree with Catholic and the Eastern Orthodox over
what constitutes the authentic canon of Scripture, they have different
understandings and usages of the term "apocryphal." Catholics, for example, do
not traditionally equate the Deuterocanical books with "apocryphal” writings (see
"Apocrypha," Catholic Encyclopedia). Accordingly, you neglect to distinguish
between “apocryphal” sayings, here, which Catholics also recognize as
"apocryphal” (i.e., pseudepigrapha, falsely attributed writings professing to have
been written by biblical personages or their associates) and extra-biblical writings,
which not only Catholics but many other Christians accept as perfectly orthodox,
if non-canonical, writings, such as the patristic Didache, the Epistle of Barnabas,
the Shepherd of Hermas, and so forth.

This is not simply a Catholic v. Protestant issue. For a premier Catholic scholar
like John Meier devotes a lengthy chapter to historically suspect quality (to put it
charitably) of the Agrapha and the Apocryphal Gospels.”

As is often the case, Blosser is equally unreliable in accurately representing either
the Catholic or the Protestant side of the debate.

What is the Protestant Partisan to do with [ecclesial] instructions and practices that
claim to be apostolic but were never put in writing in the NT?

Blosser is also operating with a rather quaint and outmoded notion of tradition, as

> J. Meier, A Marginal Jew (Doubleday 1991), volume 1, chapter 5.



if sacred tradition has reference to a fixed body of extrascriptural instructions
which Christ privately communicated to the Apostles.

Catholics distinguish between lower-case “tradition,” which refers to everything
that is passed down to us from the past, and upper-case “Tradition” (as in “Sacred
Tradition™), which refers to that part of tradition (such as the decrees of the
ecumenical councils) which are understood to be binding upon Christian faith.
There’s nothing curious or outmoded or odd about this. It’s simply a result of the
Catholic recognition of an authoritative interpreter of tradition, competent to sort
out what is binding from what is not. We believe in what was passed down from
Athanasius (the trinitarian dogma), not what is passed down from Arius (a denial
of Christ’s divinity).

Observe the blatant equivocation of terms as he shifts ground from the definition
of tradition in terms of apostolic instruction or practice never put into writing (by
them) to the redefinition of tradition in terms of authoritatively interpreted
tradition. In appealing to tradition, a Catholic apologist will alternate between
these two very different traditions, trading on one when they mean and other, and
citing evidence for one when they mean another.

There is no reason to suppose that early Church practices are contrary to apostolic
teaching or were intended to be only temporary, simply because we can find no
explicit description of them in Scripture today.

There’s no reason to assume that [early Church practices] weren’t [contrary to
apostolic teaching or intended to be temporary].

But there is. From the beginning right up through the Middle Ages, Catholics were
constantly set on reconciling and justifying their beliefs and practices with
Scripture. Anyone versed in early fathers such as Irenaeus, Jerome, Augustine, and
Chrystostom knows this. And this is true even where the beliefs and practices in
question are alien to Evangelicalism, such as beliefs concerning prayers for the
dead, purgatory, Mary’s perpetual virginity, etc., etc.

This is viciously circular. For when, by his own admission, tradition becomes the
hermeneutical prism through which the Bible is viewed, then, by definition,
tradition can never be in conflict with Scripture since there is no direct access to
Scripture, since Scripture must be filtered through the tinted lens of tradition.

[Note: Hays next proceeds criticize my reference to Krehbiel’s citation of 2
Chronicles 29:25 and 35:4 (as a biblical example of a reference to extra-biblical
divine commands now lost to history) by stating that it represents an
“anachronistic definition of sola Scripture . . .” He also claims that I equivocate
over the meaning of “tradition,” even though “Blosser knows perfectly well that



not all tradition ranks as sacred tradition.” He then says that it’s irrelevant that
ancient kings of Israel had access to “non-canonical” sources of information,
because we don’t have those sources anymore.

First, how Krehbiel’s or my definition of sola scriptura is “anachronistic” is not
explained.

That’s because I already explained what I meant at an earlier point in the same
rejoinder:

Sola Scriptura is tied to the end-stage of progressive revelation—the point at
which all revelation to be inscripturated has been inscripturated.

Second, it’s true indeed that I know perfectly well that not all tradition ranks as
sacred tradition. But, in the first place, how does this square with your earlier
dismissal of my appeal to “sacred tradition” as “a rather quaint and outmoded
notion of tradition, as if sacred tradition has reference to a fixed body of
extrascriptural instructions which Christ privately communicated to the Apostles’
(a distorted caricature of my view);

2

Simple: Blosser equivocates, depending on which definition is apologetically
expedient at the moment.

I’m not accusing him of conscious duplicity. Rather, the duplicity is built into the
way in which modern Catholicism attempts to retrofit traditional Catholicism.
Modern Catholicism can’t make a clear break with the past without loss of face.
So there are these indigestible tensions in modern Catholicism.

And, in the second place, since you conflate “sacred tradition” with that which
accords with what you happen to find in Scripture, the possibility of a normative
extra-biblical category of “Sacred Tradition” is excluded a priori and without the
warrant of credible argument.

Two problems:

1) I don’t conflate Scripture with sacred tradition since I don’t operate with the
category of sacred tradition in the first place.

i1) I deploy a number of arguments for my position.

Third, you classify the divine commands referenced in 2 Chronicles 29:25 and
35:4 as “non-canonical” since the commands are nowhere to be found in our
present OT canon, but you thereby also assume a principle at odds with the cited
texts, which clearly assume that the commands of the Lord can be conveyed
through the recollected words of prophets long deceased and implemented as



having a continuing binding authority, even though no written records of these
commands survived in Scripture.

I classify them as non-canonical for three reasons:

1) Blosser has presented no evidence that these instructions were ever written.
i1) Blosser has presented no evidence that these were ever inscripturated.

111) Blosser has presented no evidence that these were ever canonical.

Also take note of the fact that what we have here is an ascending order of two
necessary conditions which must be met to form a sufficient condition:

1) Something cannot be canonical unless it is in the canon.
11) Something cannot be in the canon unless it is inscripturated.
ii1) Something cannot be inscripturated unless it is written down.

(ii1) is a necessary, but insufficient condition, of (ii). Commitment to writing does
not, ipso facto, make something Scripture. But commitment to writing is a
prerequisite for inscripturation. Oral scripture is oXxymoronic.

i1) is a necessary, but insufficient condition, of (i). Not all inspired writing is
canonical. In the providence of God, not all inspired communication, whether
spoken or written, is preserved for posterity.

Blosser merely stipulates that these traditions were written traditions, Scriptural
traditions, and canonical traditions—subsequently lost in process of transmission.

Aside from the complete lack of evidence for any of these interlocking
assumptions, whether individually or collectively considered, Blosser’s position
ironically represents the classically cultic version of church history, according to
which there are long lost books of the Bible which must be restored or
rediscovered by modern prophets like Joseph Smith or modern scholars like the
Jesus Seminar or Bart Ehrman.

Was Blosser a ghostwriter for Stigmata or The Da Vinci Code?

In other words, Hezekiah and Solomon accepted as “Sacred Tradition” the
commands of God nowhere recorded in the OT. Your view would exclude such a
possibility. You would have to disregard any extra-biblical tradition such as they
referenced as though it had no binding authority.

More of Blosser’s confusions:



1) My view does not exclude such a possibility. But my faith isn’t built on bare
possibilities.

Many things are abstractly possible. Yet that is not reason to believe that they are
true.

i1) And, yes, absent a record, there’s no reason to believe in the existence of
unrecorded traditions. That’s a pretty basic rule of evidence.

111) Blosser’s attempted counterexamples prove my point rather than his. He can
only illustrate his contention by citing scriptural evidence for the temporary
existence of these extrascriptural traditions.

That in no way validates appeal to extrascriptural traditions for which we have no
extant documentary evidence, much less scriptural evidence.

iv) He also ignores another distinction I already drew, and that is, I reiterate, the
distinction between the period of public revelation and the terminus of public
revelation. Citing examples of extrabiblical traditions during OT times—or NT
times, for that matter—is irrelevant to the post-biblical situation.

Naturally, during the life and times of OT prophets and NT apostles, you would
have a living memory of some things they said which were never committed to
writing. If Samuel issues a divine directive to Saul, or Nathan issues a divine
directive to David, that oracle has binding authority on Saul or Nathan. But it
doesn’t have the same binding authority on a third-party, centuries after the fact,
when the prophetic provenance or verbal accuracy of an attributed saying can no
longer be verified.

Another illustration of the same principle can be found in the Book of Acts. The
Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) imposed upon the first Christians in Antioch the
prohibition of blood and the meat of strangled animals, and this decree of the
bishops in Jerusalem was identified with the will of the Holy Spirit. In the absence
of any biblical text rescinding this decree, would you understand Christians in
Antioch as still bound by this prohibition, and, if not, why not? Would it be a
transgression of God’s will for a citizen of Antioch, say, traveling in the UK to
sample Scottish Black Pudding (blood pudding)? Catholics, who understand the
Church as embodying an ongoing and living prophetic office, have no problem
with such questions, since the Church is understood as having the authority to
rescind decrees pertaining to matters of discipline (not dogma), such as the
prohibition of eating meat on Fridays, etc. But how would an advocate of sola
scriptura adjudicate the matter?

1) How is this an illustration of the same principle? It’s a completely different



1Ssue.

i1) Notice that, according to Blosser, the subapostolic church (i.e. church of Rome)
has the authority to rescind Biblical commands.

ii1) I would consider the implicit or explicit rationale for the decree. Is the
rationale culturebound or transcultural in time and space? What problem is it
targeting?

And here I’d follow the exegesis of Ben Witherington.60

That’s the principled way of answering these questions: through painstaking
exegesis rather than the deus ex machina of arbitrary, ecclesiastical authority.

Sola scriptura represents a minority position among Bible-believing Christians;
and historically it is a relative novelty, entertained by nobody explicitly prior to
Wyclif in the 14th century

Historically, most Christians were illiterate. Historically, most Christians didn’t
own private copies of the Bible. So to talk about the majority or minority position
among “Bible-believing” Christians is pretty anachronistic.

The question of what percentage of Christendom was literate or owned copies of
the Bible is altogether irrelevant to the question of whether or not they believed
the Bible to be the exclusive authority over faith and morals. The expression
“Bible-believing Christians” as applied to Evangelicals may be anachronistic as
applied to ancient and medieval Christians. Indeed, I willingly assert that it is.
However, it is not anachronistic to suggest that they believed the Bible. St.
Jerome: “Ignorance of Scripture is ignorance of Christ.” However, the view that
the Bible alone was to be regarded as authoritative in faith and morals is
historically a relative novelty, entertained by nobody explicitly prior to perhaps
Wyclif in the 14th century” and Hus in the 15th.

1) Blosser has very odd rules of evidence, which no doubt accounts for his
conversion to Rome.

Far from being altogether irrelevant to the question at hand, when he claims that
sola Scriptura represents the minority position among Christians, &c., it strikes me
as wholly relevant for me to point out that most Christian prior to the modern era
never read the Bible—but got all their information secondhand. As such, they
were in no position to render an independent judgment one way or the other.

i1) Blosser’s claims makes about as much sense as saying that most members of a
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religious cult believe that a particular box contains the true baby tooth of Jesus.
Mind you, 99% of the Holy Christic Baby-Toothers (the Toothers, for short) have
never had a chance to look inside the box to see for themselves. Rather, they take
the word of the cult-leader, who’s the great-great-great-great grandson of the
patriarch, by unbroken genealogical succession.

Indeed, even the current cult-leader, despite being the High Priest of Dentology,
has never seen what’s inside the box. He is taking the word of his great-great-
great-great granddad, who’s taking the word of his great-great-great granddad,
who’s taking the word of his great-great-granddad, who’s taking the word of his
great granddad, who’s taking the word of his granddad, who’s taking the word of
his dad, who—according to family lore—bought the relic at a Coptic bazaar on the
outskirts of Cairo.

On the other hand, there are a handful of doubters who suspect the box is empty.
Indeed, their suspicion is a historical novelty in the venerable history of the cult.

Does Blosser really think the best way to decide whether there’s a baby tooth of
Jesus inside the box is to tabulate the number of people who believe there’s a baby
tooth of Jesus inside the box, even if 99% percent of the Toothers have never seen
the inside of the box?

Perhaps this is the fundamental difference between Catholics and Protestants.
Catholics never lift the lid and peer inside, whereas a Protestant will insist on
opening the box to check for himself. Hideously individualistic, I know.

The claim that Scripture is ‘self-interpreting’ is self-serving and sophistical at this
point, because conflicting interpretations make this claim.

What is sophistical is Blosser’s assertion that sola Scriptura is equivalent to the
claim that Scripture is self-interpreting. But sola Scriptura doesn’t depend on that
claim.

Have I asserted that sola scriptura is equivalent to the claim that Scripture is self-
interpreting? Where? I could be wrong, but I don’t think I make that equation
anywhere. They are two different (though not unrelated) assertions. Having said
that, it is not I but my seminary professors at Westminster Theological Seminary
who repeatedly drew the connection between these two items for me from the
Protestant Reformers on up through contemporary Reformed theologians.

He makes the statement about how self-serving and sophistical is a belief in the
self-interpreting character of Scripture in the context of an attack on sola
Scriptura. If there’s no connection between the two in his own mind, then, by his
own admission, it’s irrelevant to his case against sola Scriptura.



And how does Blosser establish [the authority that the Catholic Church claims]?
By what non-circular evidence?

Anybody who knows anything about the nature of logical demonstration knows
that there is no disinterested way of conclusively establishing in a cogent way that
will be accepted by all rational people (1) the existence of God, (2) that the world
1s more than five minutes old, having popped into existence with all the
appearance it then had of age, (3) the existence of other minds, (4) the reliability
of the deliveries of our sense perception of a sensible world external to our minds,
let alone (5) sola scriptura or (6) the authority of the Catholic Church.

This isn’t to say that rational decisions about these sorts of questions cannot be
made. They can and should. But any Protestant who has read Plantinga’s work
should know that the days of simple foundationalist evidentialism are over. That
theory is unequal to its task. There is an important place for evidence, to be sure,
and I have already spoken for the empirical record of Church history; but the
picture is more complicated by that. I refer interested readers to the Venerable
John Henry Cardinal Newman’s An Essay in Aid of a Grammar Of Assent.

1) The illative sense does not select for Roman Catholicism. There is nothing in
Newman'’s explication of either the nature or range of the illative sense which,
ipso facto, points us in the direction of Roman Catholicism. Referring us to the
illative sense does not, in any measure, refer us to Catholicism.

There are men like Michael Polanyi, George Mavrodes, and Basil Mitchell who
operate with a similar epistemology. But this has not led them to Rome.

11) Moreover, the illative sense is less concerned with public evidence than private
evidence. Not, what is the evidence for Roman Catholicism? But, how do
individuals arrive at what they believe?—which is intransitive and person-
variable. Indeed, Newman himself is explicit on both of these points:

In these provinces of inquiry egotism is true modesty. In {385} religious
inquiry each of us can speak only for himself, and for himself he has a right
to speak. His own experiences are enough for himself, but he cannot speak
for others: he cannot lay down the law; he can only bring his own
experiences to the common stock of psychological facts.®!

ii1) The question of how, if at all, Blosser is able to establish the claims of Rome is
hardly a side issue. Is this the best he can do?

Imagine, for example, how an Armenian or Orthodox or Coptic Christian would
often agree with Blosser’s conclusions, but simply plug his own church into the
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premise.

Indeed . . . just as there is, not far from here, a Gooch Gap Turkey Covian Baptist
Church -- a denomination unto itself -- which likely claims to be the true Church
of Christ. However, there is a grammar of assent, as Newman not only claims but
argues persuasively. One must adjudicate between the conflicting claims,
assessing each on its own terms. Do the Eastern Orthodox Christians do justice to
the claims of their early Church fathers regarding the See of Rome, for example?
The fact that questions such as these are hotly contested, you should agree, does
not make us relativists who deny there is no final answer to these matters.

Let’s remember what I was responding to. This was Blosser’s original claim: The
Catholic is not asked to submit to the Church because the Church says so, but
because God says so, and because God has appointed the Church and her lawfully
ordained leaders as administrators of His commission.

To which I asked: Once again, how does he establish that claim? And how does he
identify true Church?

Imagine, for example, how an Armenian or Orthodox or Coptic Christian would
often agree with Blosser’s conclusions, but simply plug his own church into the
premise.

How does Blosser’s present reply begin to answer the question?

Sola scriptura is self-referentially inconsistent also because the Bible contains no
inspired index of its own contents and cannot even be identified as a Revelation
except on extrabiblical grounds of tradition, in violation of sola scriptura.

This is either simplistic or tendentious. (1) True, the Bible lacks a formal index.
But the Bible has an informal index in the form of intertextuality. The Bible is a
highly cross-referential work; (2) the Bible also falls into various units, as a
concentric subset of larger units . . . ; (3) there are the individual claims of
individual books — [one] doesn’t need a collective claim to establish a collection if
one can establish the collection distributively, one book at a time; (4) to say that
we cannot identify the Bible, or individual books thereof, as divine revelation
apart from tradition is simply question-begging; and (5) It also invites an infinite
regress. How do we identify authentic tradition?

How does any of this get you a complete biblical canon? Granted, Peter obliquely
references certain “difficult writings” of Paul as ‘scripture’, but he doesn’t say
which. Further, as mentioned earlier, Luther was ready to throw out four of the NT
books as “non-canonical,” because he saw them as theologically opposed to his
own understandings. I leave it to the reader to judge what is “simply question-



begging” here. How do we identify authentic tradition? If there is a prophetic
office, we don’t need to. The Church has done that work for us throughout the
entirety of her long well-attested tradition.

Several issues here:

1) Blosser is evidently ignorant of what I mean by intertextuality. Here’s an
example:

Intertextuality is the study of links between and among texts. Many written
texts, especially biblical ones, were written with the full awareness of other
texts in mind. Their authors assumed the readers would be thoroughly
knowledgeable of those other texts. The NT books, for example, assume a
comprehensive understanding of the OT. Many OT texts also assume their
readers were aware of and knowledgeable of other OT texts.*

Intertextuality can either be explicit, as, for example, the verbatim quotation
of Micah 3:112 in Jeremiah 26:18, or implicit as is shown in Isaiah’s
question, “Who is this one who comes from Edom?” (Isa 63:1). In this
passage, Isaiah’s description of the bloodied warrior wreaking revenge
upon God’s enemies contains many textual clues that link the passage with
the poetic texts of the Pentateuch. The reader who is in touch with the
themes and images of the Pentateuch will have no trouble answering the
question “Who is this one?”...Intertextuality can also consist of allusions
such as Isa 1:9, “Unless the Lord of Hosts had spared us a remnant, we
would have been like Sodom and like Gomorrah,” referring to the story of
the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah in Gen 19.%

Sailhamer gives many other examples to illustrate the principle. Intertextuality is
not a rare, incidental feature of Scripture, but a pervasive, multilayered
phenomenon, based on the progressively unfolding principle of promise and
fulfillment.

Any major commentary on any book of the Bible will isolate and identify many
examples of intertextuality, for that is a key feature to the interpretation of the
book.

Intertextuality is intratestamental (between OT or NT books) as well as
intertestamental (between OT and NT books).

Will intertextuality get you every book of the Bible? Will it include every
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canonical book and exclude every noncanonical book? Not necessary. But this
doesn’t mean that we can dismiss the importance of intertextuality in establishing
the canon of Scripture.

a) The fact that a particular line of evidence may be insufficient to establish a
complex proposition doesn’t mean that this particular line of evidence is useless. It
may be one among several lines of evidence in a cumulative case.

b) Intertextuality also shows what is wrong with a purely extrinsic approach to the
canon, as if the only evidence is external evidence.

¢) Apropos (b), the canon of Scripture is not an arbitrary anthology of unrelated
books. Intertextuality documents the degree to which to which these books hang
together in an intricate pattern of weave and crossweave.

i1) Another line of evidence, as I said before, is the evidence for each individual
book. And this, in turn, is also part of a cumulative case. If you could establish one
book at a time, then eventually you could establish all 66 books. This procedure
has two different aspects:

a) Internal evidence
b) External evidence

Will this stepwise method get you every book of the Bible? Not necessarily. But
as with intertextuality, we are not confronted with an all-or-nothing dilemma.
Blosser likes to act as though, if one tool won’t do everything, it won’t do
anything.

Intertextuality can supplement the stepwise method.

111) Suppose, for the sake of argument, that these lines of evidence fall short of the
complete canon. Would that make it a failure?

Failure in reference to what? What’s the alternative?
Blosser’s alternative is the Church. The Church can establish the canon.

But, of course, this only pushes the question back a step. How does he establish
the Church?

Can he establish the Church apart from the Bible? Suppose, for the sake of
argument, that all of his prooftexts for Catholicism (e.g. Mt 16:18; Lk 22:22; Jn
11:51; 21:15-16; Acts 15; 1 Tim 3:15) do, indeed, single out Catholicism as the
implicit or intended referent.



But this assumes that Matthew, Luke, John, and 1Timothy are canonical. Yet, if
only the true church can establish the canon, then how can it authorize the canon,
and then invoke the canon to authorize itself?

Although a complete canon is better than an incomplete canon, even an
incomplete canon is better than a nonexistent canon. Something is better than
nothing.

After all, the OT Jews frequently functioned with an incomplete canon. For
example, the Exodus generation only had the Pentateuch.

One of the problems with Catholicism is not that it can’t give us everything, but
that it can’t give us anything.

I happen to think that between intertextuality and the stepwise method, you can get
the full canon of Scripture. But even if we couldn’t, consider the alternative:

The choice which confronts us is not between everything and something, but
between something and nothing.

[Note: When I asked how the partisan of sola scripture establishes the canonicity
of individual books, whether by individual guidance by the Holy Spirit, or
tradition, but without recourse to ecclesiastical authority, Hays did not answer the
question. Instead, he replied as follows.]

I don’t employ either approach, but to answer the question on its own grounds,
why is it unreasonable to suppose that God would witness to the Church, but not to
individuals? And doesn’t Blosser’s belief in the indefectibility of the Church boil
down to a subset of individuals within the church, viz. the papacy and episcopate?

1) Except that, in my reply, I did answer the question. I answered it the negative.
And I presented my alternative. That is certainly an answer.

i1) At the same time, Blosser poses a false dichotomy, twice-over.

a) To begin with, one can very easily appeal to tradition without recourse to
ecclesiastical authority. Tradition can function as a historical witness.

Using the church fathers in this way is no different than using Cicero, Josephus,
Tacitus, or Julius Caesar to help us reconstruct Roman history.

But this does not assume the authority of tradition. To the contrary, you need to
sift tradition. To take one example, what was a church father in a position to know
given his time, place, education, and circle of contacts?



b) From a Protestant perspective, the evidential value of the church fathers is not
all of a piece. On the one hand, some of the church fathers may be important
historical witnesses become they are close enough in time and/or place to the
Apostolic era that they may enjoy some direct knowledge of the apostolic era, or
nearabouts (e.g. Justin, Ignatius, Papias, Polycarp, Clement of Rome).

¢) The other church fathers, being later in time, lack this chronological proximity,
but some of them compensate by being very well informed (e.g. Irenaeus, Origen,
Tertullian, Hippolytus, Eusebius, Jerome, Julius Africanus). Indeed, some of our
information about the early church fathers comes to us from later church fathers.

d) Then are also church fathers who shed much light on the state of the
subapostolic church (e.g. Cyprian, Epiphanius).

e) Finally, you have a number of Nicene and Post-Nicene fathers who, with a few
exceptions (e.g. Jerome, Eusebius) are simply too late to be of much value, if any,
as historical witnesses to the apostolic era.

f) Moreover, there’s a big difference between what a church father actually claims
about apostolic teaching, and claims made for the church father on the basis of his
association with the Apostles.

For example, a Catholic apologist will cite Ignatius in support of the monarchal
episcopate. And then, based on Ignatius’ timeframe, he will backdate that to the
apostles.

Notice, though, that Ignatius himself doesn’t make that attribution. Ignatius
doesn’t impute his views to this or that Apostle. If he did, he would be quoted to
that effect. Rather, the Catholic apologist is making that imputation on behalf of
Ignatius. Putting words in his mouth.

g) Moreover, the church fathers aren’t equally likely to be either right or wrong
about everything they say in reference to the past. It isn’t a case in which they are
either right about everything, or wrong about everything. One has to ask what they
were in a position to know in any given instance.

1i1) Furthermore, it isn’t a forced option between either internal or external
evidence. Both lines of evidence are relevant.

1v) What’s more, the witness of the Spirit is not irrelevant to this process. You
can’t establish the canon by this appeal alone, but the reason that Christians
believe the Bible is because they are regenerate.



Regeneracy is not a substitute for evidence. Regeneracy opens the mind to the
evidence. The evidence must still be presented to the regenerate mind.

So a regenerate state of mind is a necessary, if insufficient, condition, for faith in
the Bible.

It’s not unreasonable to suppose that God would witness to both the Church and to
individuals. What is unreasonable is assuming that God witnesses only to
individuals but not corporately in a decisively authoritative manner to the Church,
which is what you have in the unrefutable data of hundreds of Protestant
denominations headed by individuals and groups who claim to be guided by sola
scriptura and by the Holy Spirit, yet teach radically antithetical doctrines about the
most basic things Christ commanded us: “Go . . . baptize,” “teach them to observe
all that I have commanded you,” “do this in remembrance of me,” etc. In acts 15
the bishops of the Church identified their decree with the will of the Holy Spirit,
and none of us blink an eye. Today hundreds of Protestant teachers claim the
guidance of the Holy Spirit while contradicting one another. Folks, we have a
problem. The Holy Spirit doesn’t contradict Himself.

Multiple errors:

1) I’'m not claiming that Protestant teachers are, in fact, guided by the Holy Spirit.
Rather, I merely point out that, given Catholic assumption, one could construct a
parallel argument for, say, Protestant Pentecostalism.

11) There 1s also a basic fallacy in Blosser’s argument. The fact that charismatic
teachers contradict each other does, indeed, invalidate their charismatic claims, in
the sense that they can’t all be right.

However, this is not an argument for Roman Catholicism, since the Pope is just
one more charismatic teacher who contradicts every other charismatic teacher.

ii1) Nearly every Christian denomination does carry out the command to baptize
and observe the Lord’s Supper. The Salvation Army is a rare exception.

1v) Then you have his slipshod appeal to Acts 15, which blunders on a couple of
elementary points:

a) The Council of Jerusalem involved the entire church body: Apostles, elders, and
laymen. So it was not a council of “bishops.”

b) Moreover, it is grossly anachronistic to equate monarchical bishops with local,
NT elders. Luke Timothy Johnson has already made this point (see above), as



have other scholars.*

Doesn’t Blosser’s belief in the indefectibility of the Church boil down to a subset
of individuals within the church, viz. the papacy and episcopate?

The indefectibility of the Church does not “boil down to a subset of individuals,”
understood as Protestants understand autonomous atomistic membership of the
laity.

Is this how Protestants understand church membership? Blosser is in serious need
of a reality check. Let’s look at a couple of historic definitions on this subject:

The catholic or universal Church, which is invisible, consists of the whole
number of the elect, that have been, are, or shall be gathered into one, under
Christ the Head thereof; and is the spouse, the body, the fulness of Him that
fills all in all.

The visible Church, which is also catholic or universal under the Gospel
(not confined to one nation, as before under the law), consists of all those
throughout the world that profess the true religion; and of their children:
and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God,
out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation.

Unto this catholic visible Church Christ has given the ministry, oracles, and
ordinances of God, for the gathering and perfecting of the saints, in this life,
to the end of the world: and does, by His own presence and Spirit,
according to His promise, make them effectual thereunto.

This catholic Church has been sometimes more, sometimes less visible.
And particular Churches, which are members thereof, are more or less pure,
according as the doctrine of the Gospel is taught and embraced, ordinances
administered, and public worship performed more or less purely in them.

The purest Churches under heaven are subject both to mixture and error;
and some have so degenerated, as to become no Churches of Christ, but
synagogues of Satan. Nevertheless, there shall be always a Church on earth
to worship God according to His will.®’

The universal Church, which may be called invisible (in respect of the
internal work of the Spirit and truth of grace) consists of the entire number
of the elect, all those who have been, who are, or who shall be gathered into
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one under Christ, Who is the Head. This universal Church is the wife, the
body, the fullness of Him Who fills all in all.

All people throughout the world who profess the faith of the Gospel and
obedience to Christ on its terms, and who do not destroy their profession by
any errors which contradict or overthrow Gospel fundamentals, or by
unholy behaviour, are visible saints and may be regarded as such. All
individual congregations ought to be constituted of such people.

The purest churches under Heaven are subject to mixture and error, and
some have degenerated so much that they have ceased to be churches of
Christ and have become synagogues of Satan. Nevertheless Christ always
has had, and always will (to the end of time) have a kingdom in this world,
made up of those who believe in Him, and make profession of His name.

In the exercise of the authority which has been entrusted to Him, the Lord
Jesus calls to Himself from out of the world, through the ministry of His
Word, by His Spirit, those who are given to Him by His Father, so that they
may walk before Him in all the ways of obedience which He prescribes to
them in His Word. Those who are thus called, He commands to walk
together in particular societies or churches, for their mutual edification, and
for the due performance of that public worship, which He requires of them
in the world.

The members of these churches are saints because they have been called by
Christ, and because they visibly manifest and give evidence of their
obedience to that call by their profession and walk. Such saints willingly
consent to walk together according to the appointment of Christ, giving
themselves up to the Lord and to one another, according to God's will, in
avowed subjection to the ordinances of the Gospel.®

In neither definition is church membership understood in atomistic, autonomous
terms.

The Pope and bishops (consenting with him) are invested according to Catholic
tradition with a charism of indefectability such as no other individuals possess.
This is the equivalent of the Prophetic Office of the OT.

Except that we have no sacerdotal caste under the New Covenant. What we have
is the singular, high priesthood of Christ, on the one hand, and the universal
priesthood of believers, on the other.

It is the same charism that the Apostles possessed when they were guided
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infallibly by the Holy Spirit in writing Scripture. No Evangelical has trouble
accepting the infallibile guidance of a fallible human being when it comes to the
process of inscripturation. The problem surfaces in their thinking only when it

comes to those who succeed — in apostolic succession -- the last apostle after his
death.

And that’s because the NT makes no provision for apostolic succession.

They cannot seem to imagine God infallibly guiding the successors of the apostles
any more than they can imagine the apostles themselves being thus infallibly
guided in their teaching before they set themselves down to writing Scripture.

1) Actually, it’s easy to imagine God infallibly guiding the successors to the
apostles. I can imagine many things. Imagination is a wonderful thing. Think of
Spider-Man 2. Or The Martian Chronicles. Or Perelandra. Or Norstrilia.

However, I’ve never regarded imagination as a very reliable rule of faith.

11) What Evangelical takes the position that the Apostles were only inspired in
what they wrote, but not in what they said?

Is Blosser trying to misrepresent the Protestant position? Or is he really that
utterly, unconscionably clueless?

The relevant question would be: why? By what canon have they established this
division in Church history?

Even where OT history is concerned, back when you really did have a divinely
instituted priesthood, there was frequently an open conflict between the sacerdotal
office and the extraordinary office of the prophet. For it was the duty of the
prophetic office to indict a corrupt and apostate religious establishment. Indeed,
the prophetic office was not a true office, but a divine vocation or charismatic
calling which operated outside of official channels.

Do you let each individual sort out Church history for himself?
How else would someone judge the claims of Rome?

Fair question; but it confuses two issues. The first issue is: How do you come to
assent to the truth of Rome’s claims? And, of course, there is no other way but to
sift through the data and respective claims prayerfully and as best you can. The
second issue is: Who has the authority to interpret Church history properly? And,
of course, for the Catholic who has been led to assent to Rome’s claims, there is
no answer but the Church and her Magisterium (teaching authority). Authority
isn’t an arbitrary matter, like power. Authority is “author’s rights,” as Peter Kreeft



somewhere points out. It’s about getting back to what the author intended. Who
has the right to speak for the Author of the Church (Christ)? He who is lawfully
commissioned to do so, of course, His Vicar or Representative (or “Ambassador,”
if you will). I wouldn’t expect you to assent to these Catholic claims where you
are now; but I should hope that you would note that the case isn’t altogether
different from that involved in claiming authority (“Author’s rights”) for the
writings of the Bible.

But the parallel undercuts the Catholic denial of the right of private judgment.

In response to my claim that Luther’s early rejection of the canonicity of Hebrews,
James, Jude and Revelation represents a prima facie case against sola scriptura,
you reply: “No, it only constitutes a prima facie case against Luther’s criteria.”

I’11 grant your point. His criteria were certainly defective in assuming that James
2:24 contradicted Romans 3:28, for example (it doesn’t, when properly
understood). But your answer skirts the larger issue, I think. The larger question is
this: If I accept sola scriptura, then on what grounds do I dispute Luther’s early
rejection of four NT books? I can’t appeal to Sacred Tradition as Catholics
understand it, since that presupposes an ongoing Prophetic Office to interpret what
is authoritative in tradition and what is not. I can’t appeal to Scripture, because it
doesn’t tell me that James or Romans is a canonical book. Hence, the question
remains. Doubtless you will endeavor to marshall such criteria for authorship as
having been an eyewitness to the Resurrection of Christ, etc., etc. But such criteria
always run into problems. We don’t know who some of the authors were, as in the
case of the Book of Hebrews.

Several issues here:
1) We can make a critical use of tradition, as a historical witness.

i1) Blosser’s statement that I can’t appeal to Scripture, because it doesn’t tell me
that James or Romans is a canonical book is far from self-explanatory. Does he
mean that a book by Paul or by James would have to explicitly claim to be
canonical?

No, it wouldn’t. It would have to satisfy certain conditions of canonicity. An
extant text by Paul or by James would, by definition, be canonical. If we don’t
know the authorship of a given book, then we may need to turn to other
considerations, but authorship can be a sufficient condition depending on the
historical position and theological status of the author.

111) I agree with Blosser that we don’t know the author of Hebrews. By this
admission, Blosser contradicts the Council of Trent, which explicitly attributes this



book to St. Paul.

1v) Although we don’t know the author of Hebrews, this doesn’t mean we know
nothing about the author of Hebrews. Among other things, we know that he was a
friend of Timothy (Heb 5:23). So this would put him in the Pauline circle.

v) We also know, both from internal and comparative data, that he represented the
Judeo-Hellenistic wing of the NT church.®” So he stands at the fork of at least two
headwaters of NT Christianity. Therefore, it’s fairly easy to locate him on the map
of NT history and theology.

Blosser can’t find the answer because he stopped looking. Having discovered
Catholicism, he refers all questions to the Magisterium.

vi) Then there’s his general statement that Doubtless you will endeavor to
marshall such criteria for authorship as having been an eyewitness to the
Resurrection of Christ, etc., etc. But such criteria always run into problems.

Does he mean by this that historical investigation can only yield probabilities
rather than certainties? If so, we need to make a couple of basic observations:

a) If one always runs into problems in attempting to verify the canon, one always
runs into problems in attempting to verify Roman primacy, or apostolic
succession, or sacred tradition.

So Blosser’s alternative is no alternative. It doesn’t escape any of the difficulties
which he attributes to the Protestant position, but simply relocates the same
difficulties in Catholicism. Indeed, it multiplies the difficulties.

b) Probability is not a value-free concept. What is probable or improbable is
indexed to our worldview. Probability doesn’t mean the same thing in a theistic
framework that it means in a secular framework.

The evidence we have is the evidence that God has chosen to preserve for
posterity. So we weigh the evidence that God has given us.

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that the evidence is weak. If so, then God
would have us form our opinion on the basis of weak evidence. But that’s the only
evidence we have, and if God wanted us to have more evidence or better evidence,
then he was in a position to preserve more or better evidence.

%7 Cf. F. F. Bruce. Men & Movements in the Primitive Church: Studies in Eearly
Non-Pauline Christianity (Paternoster 1979), chapter 2; W. Lane, Hebrews 1-8
(Word 1991), cxliv-cl.



Or suppose, for the sake of argument, that we have a worst-case scenario. The
extant evidence betrays me into either including a book in the canon that ought to
be excluded, or excluding a book that ought to be included.

Am I responsible for that? No. I can only work with what I’ve got.

If God didn’t want his people to draw that erroneous inference from the
inadequate evidence at their disposal, then it was within his power to preserve a
more representative sampling of the evidence which would lead them to draw a
different conclusion.

God controls what conclusions we can draw by controlling what evidence we
have. God could correct a mistaken inference by correcting or augmenting the
corroborative evidence. Thus, it’s ultimately in his hands what he wants to

achieve. In the providence of God, even heresies will subserve a greater good.

So why should I fret over these imponderables? One of the fundamental flaws in
Catholicism is the need to feel that I must enjoy godlike control of all the
variables. And if I can’t be in personal control of all the variables, then I can
delegate that to the Magisterium.

But a Christian with a proper sense of his place in God’s economy will not be
plagued by the nagging and paralyzing fear that he’s going to make a fatal
mistake.

As a child in God’s household, he has his own domestic duties to attend to. But he
doesn’t usurp the Father’s role.

I quoted Peter Kreeft who wrote that sola scriptura “violates the principle of
causality: that an effect cannot be greater than its cause. [But the] Church (the
apostles) wrote Scripture, and the successors of the apostles, the bishops of the
Church, decided on the canon, the list of books to be declared scriptural and
infallible. If Scripture is infallible, then its cause, the Church, must also be
infallible.

Notice the patent equivocation of terms: the Church equals the Apostolate. But
even as a Roman Catholic, Blosser would scarcely limit the Church to the
Apostolate.

True, there’s a semantic equivocation here in Kreeft's statement, though it doesn't
violate the logic of dynamic equivalence. In other words, in the context of his
argument the equivocation is benign, since it represents a distinction without a
difference.

Is the distinction between the Church and the Apostolate a distinction without a



difference? That’s a question-begging assertion on Blosser’s part. That the
distinction is inconsequential is hardly self-evident or self-explanatory.

Furthermore, there’s an important truth in Kreeft’s identification of the Church
with the apostles and bishops of the Church. The Apostles were the first bishops of
the Church. (When Peter called for a successor to Judas to be chosen and Matthias
was selected by the Holy Spirit, the King James Version translates the Greek
quotation of Psalm 69:25 (applying it to Matthias’ succession of Judas) thus: “Let
his habitation be desolate, and let no man dwell therein; and his bishopric let
another take” (Acts 1:20).

No, the apostles weren’t bishops. This is a classic word-study fallacy. Indeed, it’s
fallacious at more than one level:

1) It fallaciously equates words with concepts, as if the same word always denotes
the same concept.

11) It fallaciously equates the semantic domain of one word with the semantic
domain of a translation term.

111) It fallaciously retrojects the later, dogmatic concept of the episcopate back into
the NT usage.

While it’s true that the sub-apostolic bishops were not apostles, in the sense of the
immediate disciples of Jesus who witnessed His Resurrection, they were
nevertheless lawfully appointed successors in the “apostolic succession.” They
were invested, according to Catholic understanding, with the same charism of
infallible teaching authority as the apostles were.

Who is Blosser or Kreeft trying to convince? This is an argument by Catholics and
for Catholics. It takes Catholic assumptions for granted every step of the way.

I’d add that the logic is pretty slippery. Isn’t David greater than Jesse? Isn’t
Abraham greater than Terah?

This misrepresents the logic of causality, that an effect cannot be greater than its
cause. (a) In what sense is “David is greater than Jesse” or “Abraham greater than
Terah”? They are both “greater” in terms of the divinely delegated role and
authority with which they are invested by God in His redemptive plan. But then
the cause of that role and authority is God, not their biological fathers, so the
principle remains intact and unassaulted: the effect is not greater than its cause,
since their authority is not greater than its cause, which is God. (b) If the claim that
“David 1s greater than Jesse” and “Abraham greater than Terah” is taken as
violating the principle of causality in question, it is because it is assumed that the
causality in question applies to human biological generation, so that the father



would be naturally the cause (and therefore ‘greater’) than the begotten son as the
effect (which would therefore be seen as ‘lesser’). But seen strictly in genetic or
biological terms, the principle of causality is not violated either, because the effect
is not greater than its cause: the son is not “more human” than his father.

The point is that, in redemptive history, David outranks Jesse and Abraham
outranks Terah. Blosser can gloss this distinction as much as his likes, but his
qualifications will do nothing to salvage the original argument. If David can
outrank Jesse, then Scripture can outrank the church.

And distinguishing between God’s primary causality and human secondary
causality does nothing to undermine the distinction either, for the argument from
analogy remains in tact: God is the primary cause of Scripture, God is the primary
cause of David.

I wrote: “Protestants already accept implicitly the principle that God can infallibly
guide fallible humans to teach infallibly, both in the oral teachings of the prophets
and apostles, and in the writing of Scripture.[56] But there is no more reason why
one should deny that God infallibly guided the process by which the Church
‘discovered™’ the canon than the process by which the Church ‘wrote’ the books
contained in it.

Same equivocation. The Church didn’t write the canonical Scriptures. The Church
didn’t write the Pentateuch, or Job, or Isaiah, or the Psalms, or the Gospels, or
Romans. Blosser is playing a shell-game.

Nonsense. What difference does it make whether I say the “Church” canonized
Scripture or the bishops of the Church canonized it? True, in either case,
individual human beings were involved.

One of Blosser’s problems is that he has a sloppy way of expressing himself. He
will sometimes bundle two distinct ideas in a single sentence, then act as if his
opponent can only affirm both or deny both.

Whether the church wrote the Bible, and whether the church canonized the Bible
are two distinct ideas. These are not convertible propositions. As a philosophy
prof., Blosser should be capable of drawing elementary distinctions.

Since these are hardly interchangeable ideas, they would require different
supporting arguments, and be subject to different answers. One could agree that
the church, in some sense, canonized the Bible without having to agree that the
church also wrote the Bible—with is blatantly false.

But the relevant point is that both evangelical Protestants and Catholics take the
authors of Scriptures to have been granted by God the special charism of infallible



guidance — a charism none of us laity possess. I do not deny you the right to reject
the claim that the Catholic bishops who canonized Scripture were invested with
the same charism, but I do think it interesting that few evangelical Protestants
would question for a moment the utter infallible certainty of the canon that they
have been gifted by Catholic Tradition (with the exception of the
Deuterocanonical Books). If you wish to call this a “shell game,” be my guest; but
be assured that you have the Easter Letter (AD 367) of Athanasius [pictured right]
and the Synod of Rome (AD 382) Augustine's Synods of Hippo (AD 393) and
Carthage (AD 397) with which to contend.

1) Observe his intellectual confusion. He made two distinct claims: (a) the Church
wrote the Bible, and (b) the Church canonized the Bible.

I denied one of the claims: the Church wrote the Bible.

In response, he transfers my denial to the other claim. Is there some reason why a
philosophy prof. is unable to either follow his own argument or his opponent’s
targeted reply? That, Dr. Blosser, is the “shellgame.” Is it asking too much of you
that you keep track of your own arguments?

11) This is followed up by a duplicitous appeal to the letter of Athanasius, as well
as the synods of Rome, Hippo, and Carthage.

But Athanasius is not the Pope, speaking ex cathedra. And these are local councils,
not ecumenical councils. Hence, none of these sources would infallibly canonize
the Bible. The sources he cited cannot warrant “the utter infallible certainty of the
canon.” Therefore, to judge him by own yardstick, Blosser is making an appeal
which he doesn’t believe in. Is he careless or unscrupulous?

111) And, at a chronological level, these sources are too late to be of much value as
a historical witness to the 1C canon of the NT.

iv) It isn’t necessary for a Christian to be equally certain of everything he believes.

v) In addition, it isn’t necessary (or even possible) for a Christian to have distinct
and direct apodictic proof for everything he believes.

Rather, he can be certain of God, God’s providence, and his duty to God. And that,
in turn, will indirectly underwrite his level of certainty regarding issues which fall
under God’s special providence, as well as what God requires of him.

In response to evangelical apologist James White’s attempt to link the Catholic
Church’s infallibility to human fallible choices, trying to undercut the
interlocutor’s subjective certainty, I ask: “But one could reply that a person’s
decision to follow Christ is also a decision of a fallible human being. Does this



mean one should feel uncertain about following Christ?

Catholicism denies that a Christian can be certain of his salvation. So the parallel
undercuts the very thing it’s adduced to support.

Catholicism denies presumption of salvation, not a sure hope based on the
promises of Christ. Much of what goes by the rubric of “assurance” in certain
quarters of Protestantism strikes Catholics as sheer presumption, such as the out-
of-context quotations of Luther’s injunction to “sin boldly” in light of the
“Christian liberty,” and so forth. But that’s another question.

No, it’s the assurance itself which is treated as presumptuous. No a presumptuous
assurance of salvation, but any assurance of salvation is presumptuous (barring a
private revelation to that effect):

No one, moreover, so long as he is in this mortal life, ought so far to
presume as regards the secret mystery of divine predestination, as to
determine for certain that he is assuredly in the number of the predestinate;
as if it were true, that he that is justified, either cannot sin any more, or, if
he do sin, that he ought to promise himself an assured repentance; for
except by special revelation, it cannot be known whom God hath chosen
unto Himself [Chapter 12].

So also as regards the gift of perseverance, of which it is written, He that
shall persevere to the end, he shall be saved:-which gift cannot be derived
from any other but Him, who is able to establish him who standeth that he
stand perseveringly, and to restore him who falleth:-let no one herein

promise himself any thing as certain with an absolute certainty [Chapter
13].%

What Blosser has given the reader is an argument from analogy minus the
argument. Why assume that the two cases are analogous?

Because both rest on subjective human (and therefore fallible) judgments. This
doesn’t imply a counsel of skepticism, but the simple realization that any
epistemic claims, if assessed in terms of the algorithmic/apodictic canons of
Cartesian methodical skepticism, will land us nowhere. That was my point in
response to James White.

Except that White could simply adopt and redeploy your caveats to defend his
own position.

You continued: “The issue isn’t one of epistemic parity, but epistemic superiority.

% http://history.hanover.edu/texts/trent/ct06.html




Does Catholicism confer an epistemic advantage?”

Not if we’re talking about Cartesian subjective certainty in the face of radical
skepticism, no. But granting a certain epistemic realism in one’s comportment
toward the world, I should say it offers monumental advantages in terms of
offering a picture of Church history which finally allows the pieces of the puzzle
to fit together. How can you adjudicate between, say, the Reformed and Catholic
views of authority here? There is no easy way. Alasdair Maclntyre, I think,
suggests the most plausible way, even if it remains extremely difficult. The
analogy he uses is language. The superiority of one language over another can
only be appreciated by the person who is competent in both languages, where one
language offers ways of articulating meanings lacking in the other, for instance.
The Reformed picture of the world and of Church history offered by Bavinck,
Kuyper, Berkouwer, et al., is reasonably coherent, in my view. But the trick would
be to see how it stacks up against the Catholic view, having mastered its
“language.” The only way to do that is with brutal honesty and charity, a herculean
task.

This is more of a metaphor than an argument. Let’s take a concrete example. What
are some of the preconditions of apostolic succession? Valid ordination, for one.
And what are the preconditions for valid ordination?

The sanctity and dignity of the Sacrament [of holy orders] demands for its
lawful and worthy administration that the minister be in the state of grace,
free of ecclesiastical penalties, and observant of the requirements of law
regarding the conferral of ordination.

The Council of Trent, in harmony with previous papal statements, made it
clear that in effecting and conferring the Sacraments the minister must have
an intention at least of doing what the Church does...Besides a defective
matter of form, an intention which is defective also invalidates the
Sacrament. Thus there must be on the part of the minister a serious will not
merely to perform an external application of the matter and form but also to
confer a rite that as a matter of fact is considered by the Church as sacred.

Essential to valid reception also is an internal intention or will of receiving
this Sacrament, since no adult receives a Sacrament unwillingly...for the
reception of Holy Orders the habitual intention must be explicit to receive
what de facto the Church and the minister intend to confer and thus to be
received, namely, the Sacrament and its effect.

For the lawful reception of Holy Orders, i.e., that the candidate be
considered qualified, other conditions are required by the Church and are
comprised under the qualities of divine vocation, suitability, and freedom



from canonical impediments.

Besides the intention, which is necessary for the valid reception of the
Sacrament, the candidate must have the right intention essential to a clerical
vocation.

The lawful reception of Orders demands outstanding and habitual goodness
of life, especially perfect chastity, Solid possession of this latter virtue is an
indispensable condition of a clerical vocation and its presence must be
positively evident, profoundly appreciated, and zealously cherished and not
merely assumed by reason of any absence of deviation.

A candidate for Holy Orders must be free of all canonical irregularities and
impediments. Both are ecclesiastical disqualifications prohibiting primarily
and directly the reception of orders and secondarily and indirectly their
exercise. They do not invalidate but rather render unlawful the reception or
exercise of orders, and are considered to bind gravely. An irregularity is of
its nature perpetual, whether based upon a defect or a delict, and is
removable only by dispensation. An impediment is temporary, the basis
being considered to be lack o faith or of freedom or of good repute. The
impediment may cease by dispensation, the lapse of time, or the removal of
the cause.”

How would Blosser propose that we verify the satisfaction of these conditions in
the case of every Pope?

And assuming, for the sake of argument, that he could pull this off, how would he
verify the satisfaction of these preconditions in the case of every papal elector?
For if the papal ballot was unlawfully cast, why should we believe that the
candidate was lawfully elected?

In addition to these principial considerations we must also take into account
certain historical considerations:

From the 4" to the 11C the influence of temporal rulers in papal elections
reached its zenith. Not only the Roman emperors but also, in their turn, the
Ostrogoth kings of Italy and the Carolingian emperors attempted to control
the selection of the Roman pontiff. This civil intervention ranged from the
approval of elected candidates to the actual nomination of candidates (with
tremendous pressure exerted on the electors to secure their acceptance), and
even to the extreme of forcible deposition and imposition.70

% New Catholic Encyclopedia (CUA, 2™ ed., 2003), 7:39a-41a.
7 Ibid. 11:498b.



How is such coercive interference consistent with Blosser’s faith in the integrity of
papal elections?

It must be frankly admitted that bias or deficiencies in the sources make it
impossible to determine in certain cases whether the claimants were popes
or antipopes...Authors variously calculate the number of antipopes:
Batimer counts 33 with three others bracketed with legitimate popes;
Amanieu, 34; Frutaz, 36 plus even doubtful and nine improperly
designated; Moroni, 39. Since 1947 the Vatican Annuario Pontificiohas
printed Mercanti’s list of popes that includes 37 antipopes in the text. All
lists aregubject to reservations, and the Mercati catalogue has provoked
dissent.

If you can’t tell which claimant was the rightful claimant, then how can Blosser
have any confidence in apostolic succession?

On both historical and principial grounds, how is Blosser in any position to verify
the chain-of-custody?

Is an infallible church an advantage over a fallible church? How is it advantageous
to pile on one interpretive layer atop another? The Bible plus the councils plus the
encyclicals plus the ordinary magisterium, &c.

Absolutely. The professors at Westminster Theological Seminary taught me that
the only progress in dogmatics and creeds is through progressive analysis,
refinement and differentiation, not through further synthesis, summary and
generalization. Thus the Nicene Creed [depicted being held, right, by Holy Fathers
of the Nicene Council] is a clear advance over the Apostles’ Creed, even though
they address slightly different concerns — the former responding to a denial of
Christ’s humanity, the latter to a denial of His divinity. While it’s true that the
decrees of no ecumenical council may be the last word on a matter, they do
decisively conclude speculation on certain points. For example, since Nicea and
Chalcedon, there’s no more room for speculation about Christ’s possible non-
divinity. That matter is settled. Other questions may arise, but then the Church is
there to authoritatively declare her mind on the matter, bringing further
clarification. Read John Henry Cardinal Newman’s An Essay on the Development
of Christian Doctrine. It’s absolutely brilliant.

1) From a Protestant standpoint, the possible non-divinity of Christ is not settled by
Nicea or Chalcedon. It’s not settled by the Church’s authoritative declaration of
her mind on the matter.

! Ibid. 1:530b.



Rather, it’s settled by exegesis. And it’s controversies like this which test and
refine our exegesis.

1) And the problem with multiple layers of tradition is sifting the magisterial from
the non-magisterial, ordinary from extraordinary magisterial, &c.

The doctrine that Scriptures alone are sufficient to function as the regula fidei—
the infallible rule for the ongoing faith and life of the Church—is of highly
improbable orthodoxy since it had no defender for the first thirteen centuries of the
Church. It does not belong to historic Christianity.”

Observe his utterly provincial outlook, as if the covenant community began at
Pentecost. The people of God have been around since antediluvian times.

That’s a gratuitous cheap shot, my friend. Please. I was referring to “Christianity,”
not to the “covenant” transcending Old and New testaments.

No, it’s not a gratuitous cheap shot. To the contrary, it draws attention to your
orientation, which always invokes a subapostolic context to frame the NT, rather
than a 1C or OT context.

But for the sake of the argument, let’s entertain your reference to the “covenant
people of God,” which, I assure you, we both know “have been around since
antediluvian times.” How does this change my argument? Does it weaken it in any
way? If anything, would it not strengthen it? For if evidence for the doctrine of
sola scriptura as the exclusive regula fidei of the covenant people of God is sorely
meager in Church history preceding the Protestant Reformation, it is hardly more
ample in Old Testament times when they subsisted under the spiritual government
of prophets and judges.

You miss the point: preexilic Jews didn’t have a Catholic style Magisterium.
Exilic Jews didn’t have a Catholic-style Magisterium. Postexilic Jews didn’t have
a Catholic-style Magisterium

Second, sola scriptura is inconsistent with the practice of the NT Church.”

He continues his anachronistic definition of sola Scriptura. Obviously a living
Apostle is as good as a written Apostle. But that’s beside the point 2000 years
down the pike.

First, I’'m not sure what you mean by “anachronistic” in this context. Nothing
you’ve written so far clearly defines what you mean, although you use the term
repeatedly. I gather that it signifies for you something pejorative, but little more.

I explained exactly what I meant the first time I used it.



Second, it’s not at all beside the point that you’re willing to concede that a “living
Apostle is as good as a written Apostle.” This is precisely the point, because what
you’re conceding is that God’s infallible guidance applies not only to the ipsissima
verba of Scriptures authored by the Apostles but also to their spoken extra-biblical
words while they were yet living and teaching.

This is not concession at all, for this was never in dispute. In principle, the spoken
word of an apostle has the same authority as his written word.

But keep mind the audience. It has the same authority for the listener. For
someone who heard the spoken word of an apostle.

This is a momentous concession, for it constitutes an admission of a central plank
in the Catholic understanding of how Revelation is communicated, which includes
not only written Scripture but the living teaching (prophetic) office of the
Apostolate, which they see as residing not only historically in the Apostles while
they were yet living, but in their lawfully ordained successors.

Notice the little catch at the end. Here is where Blosser introduces a fatal
equivocation.

Word-of-mouth does not have the same inherent authority as the spoken word of
an apostle to an immediate listener. Word-of-mouth is hearsay.

Hearsay can sometimes be a useful source of information, but it’s hardly the same
thing as getting your information direct from the source. Hearing and hearsay are
not on an epistemic par. Hearsay raises questions of verification that hearing does
not.

If God could infallibly guide the Apostles in their teaching ministry and keep
them from falling into doctrinal error (which is different from sins such as
hypocrisy, such as Paul confronted in Peter at Antioch), then why should we
assume that this divine charism (gift) of infallible guidance should cease with the
death of the last Apostle?

1) What God could possibly do furnishes absolutely no warrant for believing that
what he would do is what he could do. God can do any number of things which he,
in fact, refrains from doing. God could directly and privately inspire every single
Christian. But he doesn’t.

i1) In addition, Blosser is equivocating. Catholic theology distinguish between
public and private revelation. Public revelation comes to an end with the Apostolic
era.

So Blosser, if he were being more forthcoming, would have to affirm a



fundamental discontinuity between the way in which God guided the apostles and
the way he 1s guiding their successors.

Blosser doesn’t believe in an open canon. So he himself must take a broadly
cessationist position.

Peter’s leadership in selecting Matthias in the apostolic succession after the death
of Judas in Acts 1 suggests continuity, not a rupture.

Another example of his cavalier prooftexting. Peter did not appoint Matthias to
take the place of Judas. That was a group decision. It was a group decision to
nominate two candidates, and a group decision to pick the winner—by lot (Acts
1:23-26).

Yet someone had to be ‘in charge’ during these years who had the authority to
declare, ‘This is orthodox,” and ‘That is heterodox.” The authorized successors to
the apostles were the ones in charge.[63]

It depends, in part, on what one means by ‘authorized’ successors. The NT has no
episcopate in the Catholic sense of the word—just the pastorate and deaconate.

This is certainly the standard Presbyterian and Reformed line, isn’t it; and
although one does find the Greek terms diakonos, presbyteros, and episkopos from
which we derive ‘deacon’, ‘priest’ (a contraction of the Late Latin presbyter via
Middle English preist, Old English prEost and colloquial ‘prester’, from
presbyteros), and ‘bishop’ (from the Middle English bishop, from Old English
bisceop, from Late Latin episcopus, from Greek episkopos), the Presbyterian and
Reformed tradition is adamant about conflating the offices of the presbyteroi and
episkopoi and calling both “elders” — sometimes distinguishing “teaching elders”
(pastors) from “ruling elders” (‘presbyters’ who sit on the governing consistory or
presbytery of denominational body). Their rationale for the conflation is that the
terms appear to be used, at times, interchangeably. It is a widespread conceit that
the three-fold offices found in Catholic tradition was only a later, perhaps
medieval development.

Two problems:

1) He’s assuming that I’'m a divine-right Presbyterian. I’'m not, and nothing I’ve
said justifies such a narrow deduction.

i1) Peter Lamp spends a lot of time documenting, from the primary sources, that
Roman Catholic polity is simply a reflection of culture and politics in ancient
Rome. To take a few summary statements, which are backed up by his meticulous
analysis and magisterial command of the primary and secondary literature:



In the pre-Constantine period, the Christians of the city of Rome assembled
in premises that were provided by private persons and that were scattered
across the city (fractionation)...The Christian fractionation stands against
the background of a Jewish community in the city of Rome that was broken
up into a number of independent synagogue communities (see in detail,
Appendix 4). The parallelism is amazing, whether one wishes to consider
the Jewish structure was a direct model for the Christians or not.”

The first and, in my opinion, still the most fitting concept we have to adhere
to, although this may sound banal, is that of the o1x0o¢g (Rom 16:5; Hermas.
Sim. 8.10.3; 9:27.2). The community life of the Christians formed itself in
many respects according to the oikos model; 1 Tim 3:4f. formulates this
clearly. What does that mean for the house communities that assemble in
private homes? In the categories of oikos-structure these assemblies are
neither social gatherings of collegiums nor meetings of a philosophical
thiasos, but simply the private invitation of a host to the fellow Christians
in his district of the city.73

The fractionation in Rome favored a collegial presbyterial system of
governance and prevented for a long time, until the second half of the 2C,
the development of a monarchical episcopacy in the city...Before the
second half of the 2C there was in Rome no monarchical episcopacy for the
circles mutually bound in fellowship.’

I summarize my view of the sources. Individual presbyters preside over the
different house communities in the city, leading the worship and, as
bishops, directing the care of the poor in their own house congregation.
Each individual congregation therefore also has its own treasury, and
ministered by the individual “episcopus” (Apol.1.67)...Both examples from
the end of the century illustrate what was customary at least until the
middle of the century for each group in the city: each individual group was
presided over by its own presbyter-bishop.”

This assumption is so widespread today due to the pervasive dominance of
Protestant textbook traditions even in Catholic theological teaching that you will
even find Catholics who blithely concede the point. But I beg to differ.

Observe his preemptive strike, in which he attempts to discredit Catholic as well
as Evangelical scholarship through a preemptory dismissal. This is typical of the

2P, Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus (Fortress 2003), 364.
7 Ibid 374.
™ Ibid. 397.
7 Ibid. 400.



convert to Rome. They view themselves as reinforcements, parachuting in behind
occupied territory, to liberate the true Church from the renegade, cradle Catholics
who have invaded and infiltrated Mother Church.

This assumes that the hierarchy has lost control of the agenda. Such a sceptical
presumption is a very odd way of defending the indefectibility of the Rome.

First, all through the writings of the sub-apostolic patristics, one finds a clear
articulation of the three-fold distinction between deacon, priest, and bishop found
in Catholicism. For example, in the Letter to the Magnesians by Ignatius of
Antioch [depicted in an icon, right], one reads: “Take care to do all things in
harmony with God, with the bishop (episcopos) presiding in the place of God and
with the presbyters (presbyteroi) in the place of the council of the Apostles, and
with the deacons (diakonoi), who are most dear to me, entrusted with the business
of Jesus Christ . ..” (6, 1). Ignatius’ letters repeatedly reiterates this threefold
distinction of offices; and Ignatius was a contemporary of the Apostle John.

1) The fact that Ignatius was a contemporary of the Apostle John doesn’t mean he
ever had any conversations with John over the finer points of church polity.

Apollos was a contemporary of all the Apostles. Yet his grasp of Christian
theology was rather inaccurate until he received a private tutorial (Acts 18:26).

i1) Moreover, even from the standpoint of Catholic theological method, would it
not make more sense to examine the concrete polity of the church (es) of Rome in
the city of Rome during the 1C and beyond, as your point of reference and point of
departure—rather than quoting generic statements about the episcopal office? If
Rome is the template, then why not begin with Rome, as Peter Lampe has done?

The problem is that Blosser can’t get what he needs from the indigenous source,
so he must cobble together various statements from further afield.

1i1) Furthermore, it’s one thing to quote Ignatius, quite another to evaluate his
claims. As one leading scholar notes:

These letters of Ignatius present us with a picture which is completely
different from that which we know from other sources. If we compare the
two, it appears that the letters of Ignatius must come from a later time...but
the solution is a different one: what Ignatius includes in his letters, as often
in church history, is not a description of the real situation, but a demand. In
fact, matters had taken a completely different course in the churches to
which Ignatius addressed in his letters, as their texts show clearly when we
examine them more closely. Ignatius is greatly ahead of the actual
development; not infrequently it took several generations until the



monarchical episcopate was generally accepted.”®

Second, according to the Catholic understanding of these three offices, although
all priests (presbyteroi) are not bishops (episkopoi), a bishop (episkopoi) is by
definition also simultaneously a priest (presbyteros), which accounts for the
occasional interchangeable use of the two terms. A bishop is simply a priest who
has been ordained in the apostolic succession to the office of ‘overseer’ — as we
would say in terms of our contemporary rubrics, an overseer of a “diocese.”

1) Blosser is offering the reader an exposition of Catholicism rather than a defense
of Catholicism.

11) He is also accentuating official channels at the expense of nonconformity in
Scripture. As Caird observes:

There is in the Bible teaching a strong strain of discontinuity, which seems
to me as yet almost wholly unacknowledged in Roman Catholic thought.
Saul is anointed king and then deposed...There are prophets who belong to
professional guilds, and others, like Elisha, who are anointed by a
predecessor. But the great prophets are not among them...And finally the
Epistle to the Hebrews points out that Jesus, the great High Priest, could not
have been a priest at all if he had had to rely on historic succession, since
he came from Judah and a priest must be descended from Levi; on the
contrary, Jesus stands in the order of Melchizedek, who is notorious for
having no genealogy...To say that God has committed himself to working
through a historic succession, but has reserved the right of departing from
this method in exceptional circumstances is to say that most of the prophets
in the Old Testament, and John the Baptist, Jesus, and Paul in the New
Testament, are exceptions to a divine rule which finds its full expression in
the temple priesthood in the one case and in the Sadducees and Pharisees in
the other.”’

Notice how Blosser treats ecclesiastic authority as a makeweight in the (alleged)
absence of Scripture. But the authority to declare one thing orthodox and another
heterodox doesn’t exist in a vacuum. Apart from a sufficient basis in revelation, a
clergyman lacks the authority to render such a value-judgment. Such a
pronouncement can’t be made out of thin air by appeal to raw authority. Rather,
the clergyman must be in a position to render an informed judgment.

This assumes that in the absence of Scripture, ecclesiastic authority has no basis in
divine Revelation for judgment. But why assume that? Why assume that
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Revelation is exhausted in Scripture? Those who submitted to the OT prophets or
NT apostles surely didn’t assume that. The Westminster divines who spoke of
extra-biblical revelation in nature surely didn’t assume that.

Once again, he’s resorting to equivocations. Natural revelation is scarcely the
operative category in this discussion. Is Blosser attempting to establish the papacy
by natural revelation?

“Clergyman” connotes a Protestant layman functioning in the role of a ‘pastor’,
and I would agree that such an individual would have no authority to render any
spiritually binding religious judgments or decrees in a vacuum “by appeal to raw
authority.”

I simply used “clergyman” as a neutral term, applicable to Catholic and Protestant
clergy alike. Blosser is getting a bit paranoid.

If he appealed to “the Bible,” this may carry some weight, seeing that the Bible is
the inspired Word of God; however, his interpretation of what the Bible means
may not necessarily carry any more weight than the opinion of a Jehovah’s
Witness, who like him, believes ostensibly in sola scriptura and holds a “high
view of scripture.” Catholics receive the instruction of their priests and bishops as
authoritative because of their ordination in the apostolic succession, which binds
their teaching to the Apostolic Deposit of Faith and the Sacred Tradition of the
Church by which the interpretation of that Deposit has been developed and refined
and passed down to us.

Is the instruction of a priest authoritative? See below.

It is altogether misleading to construe a doctrine such as “papal infallibility” as
conferring carte blanche for a pope to arbitrarily invent new doctrines or teach
whatever he wishes.

Blosser is confusing the nature of the claim with the truth of the claim. The
question at issue is not how papal infallibility is defined, but whether the definition
1S true.

Let’s remember that Blosser was writing a critique of sola Scriptura. In so doing,
he assumes a certain burden of proof. It is not enough for him to regurgitate the
claims of Catholicism. He needs to defend them.

What do we do if a priest teaches error? We point it out. We ask: Doesn’t that
contradict official Church teaching? Church teaching is the public record of
defined doctrine (which we call “dogma”) that constitutes the binding content of
the Christian Faith.



Oh, so the instruction of a priest isn’t authoritative after all, for there are occasions
when a Catholic layman should challenge it.

Contrary, then, to what he said in the very same paragraph, ordination does not
bind their teaching to the deposit of faith. For what they teach may be erroneous.

Or does Blosser take the position that their teaching can be both erroneous and
authoritative at one and the same time? Authoritative error?

If there are times when it’s up to a Catholic layman to challenge the teaching of
his priest, how is that different than an Evangelical layman who challenges the
erroneous teaching of his pastor?

In addition, I assume that Blosser wouldn’t limit the possibility of error to a priest.
A prelate, such as Archbishop Lefebvre, can also go off the reservation, oui? Not
to mention all of the Arian bishops in the early church.

So the laity must decide for themselves which members of the Magisterium
represent the authentic voice of Mother Church.

And even if, for the sake of argument, we conceded his methodology, it directly
undercuts Catholicism, for there were undoubtedly many times and places in
church history during which the lower clergy and even many members of the
upper clergy were abysmally ignorant or even illiterate. So you see, once again,
how a Catholic polemicist has no genuine historical consciousness. Rather, he
treats church history like an axiomatic system in which you posit certain initial
conditions, analogous to self-evident first-truths, to yield the desired results.
Blosser does church history the way Leibniz does Monadology.

I’'m not entirely sure what your point is here, but let me make a run at trying to
understand it.

What’s there to be unsure about? I’'m responding to his own argument. He said:
the apostles died centuries before the NT was fully canonized, and well before
each church had copies of all the books that would later make up the NT. Yet
someone had to be ‘in charge’ during these years who had the authority to declare,
“This is orthodox,” and “That is heterodox.”

So he begins with the axiom that someone had to be “in charge” during these years
who had the authority to declare, “This is orthodox,” and “That is heterodox.”

And he then deduces his ecclesiology from that axiom. That’s an ahistorical, a
priori way of reasoning about church history.



Why today we even have people who buy into The Myth that the medievals
believed in a flat earth)!

How is that relevant to anything I said? Did I attribute a flat earth geography to
medieval Catholicism? No.

Blosser’s unresponsive response is littered with these outtakes. What’s next? His
recipe for kumquat marmalade? The mean temperature of Flagstaff Arizona
between 1880 and 18907

Third, to recognize the authority of the apostles’ oral teaching but to assume that
this teaching was transmitted without residue into the NT requires jiggery-pokery,
as we have seen. One must assume either that everything they ever taught made it
into the N'T, or cobble together some sort of arbitrary criterion for explaining why
those teachings and instructions that did not make it into the NT either (a) lacked
authority, (b) ceased to have authority after the apostles died, or (¢) may have had
some sort of authority but lacked infallibility, divine inspiration, or the like.[64]
But then, what sort of criterion could be offered that would avoid the circularity of
arguing that only what is inscripturated is inspired because what is not
inscripturated is not inspired?

It’s simply a question of verification. What is Scriptural is inspired. What is
unscriptural may or may not have been inspired. At this stage of the game, it’s
impossible to verify unscriptural traditions.

Yes, it is a question of verification. That’s the problem isn’t it. You’re saying that
unscriptural traditions can’t be verified, that it’s impossible. Is it possible to verify
scriptural traditions, then? If so, how? The question is one of criteria? What I'm
banking on is that I don’t think you can come up with a set of criteria large enough
to include all the canonical books yet small enough to exclude those like the
Shepherd of Hermas, Epistle of Barnabas and Didache, which aren’t canonical yet
are completely orthodox. You can’t consistently appeal to Catholic Tradition as
having any authority; so you must have some set of alternative criteria.

Been there, done that.

And that’s precisely why God inspired Apostles and prophets to commit some of
their material to writing. For that supplies the permanent record and reference
point for historical revelation. This principle goes all the way back to the
Pentateuch, where a documentary covenant is the future reference point for
posterity. And the New Covenant follows the same principle.

Well, at least we agree on the necessity and authority of the permanent
inscripturated record; but that doesn’t mean Catholics agree with you on its



sufficiency. You’ve probably heard the analogy before, which says that God
giving us only a Bible without a Church to interpret it is like the U.S.
Constitutional Assembly giving each of us a copy of the U.S. Constitution to
govern ourselves without a Supreme Court to interpret it for us. Like all analogies,
it falls short of perfection, because the Supreme Court is not invested with a divine
charism of infallible divine guidance; but it does make a nice point.

Whether or not this analogy is convincing depends on whether you side with
Robert Bork or Laurence Tribe on the authority of the Supreme Court. Blosser
evidently takes his jurisprudence from Harry Blackmun. I do not.

Third, [sola scriptura] overlooks the extrabiblical influences on its
adherents...The important question is whether or not the tradition in question is
the one that Christ instituted and committed to his apostles to be passed down
through His Church.[65]

Sola Scriptura involves primatial authority. It doesn’t mean, and never meant, that
Scripture exists in an airtight compartment. Scripture is no substitute for
providence, just as providence is no substitute for Scripture.

This sidesteps the issue in question, which was developed in the part of the quoted
paragraph you omitted, which has to do with “extrabiblical influences” on the
adherents of sola scriptura. In other words, no interpreter of Scripture approaches
it in a vacuum. You are a Calvinist as opposed to an Arminian, a cessationist as
opposed to a charismatic, an amillennialist as opposed to a premillenialist, a
sacramental nominalist (Zwinglian) as opposed to a realist, among other things, as
you reveal in your profile, and (a) these perspectives can’t help but color your
particular reading of Scripture, and (b) you can’t pretend each of these
perspectives was simply derived from Scripture (without having every Arminian,
for example, taking vociferous issue with you).

1) Blosser gets credit for checking my profile. It’s important to place one’s
opponent.

i1) For the record, I’'m not a cessationist—I’m a semicessationist.

111) I’'m opposed to premillennialism in the sense that I'm opposed to premillennial
hermeneutics. But, except for preterism, the timing of Christ’s return is a matter of
no great theological consequence.

iv) As to Blosser’s main point: it’s simplistic to say that my theological beliefs
condition my reading of Scripture, as if I bring a set of beliefs to Scripture rather
than derive a set of beliefs from Scripture.

What we have, instead, is a dialectical relationship:



a) If I never read the Bible before, and had no theological background, then when I
began reading the Bible for the first time, starting with Genesis, more than one
interpretation might suggest itself for various passages of Scripture, considered in
isolation.

b) Likewise, historical theology offers us a number of specific interpretations as
well as a number of interpretive strategies.

But as I work my way through the Bible, some of these interpretive options drop
away. By process of elimination, some interpretations and interpretive strategies
have more explanatory power than others. They are more consistent over the
whole of Scripture, and able to integrate more of the data.

v) Arminianism is a poor counterexample. For Arminians will often admit that
their interpretive strategy is driven by an axiomatic commitment to libertarian
freewill. So they don’t even pretend to derive all their theology from Scripture
alone. Rather, they treat libertarian freewill as a necessary precondition for moral
responsibility, and they explicitly bring this 7o their reading of Scripture, whether
or not they can derive it from Scripture.

Calvinism, by contrast, does not operate with an extrascriptural a priori.

vi) The appeal to extrabiblical influences cuts both ways. A Protestant is subject to
social conditioning, but a Catholic is no less liable to social conditioning.

vii) I never fret over circumstances beyond my control. If I’m blinded by my
social conditioning, or subliminal motives, then there’s nothing I can do about it,
so I won’t lie awake at night, traumatized by the fear that I might be wrong if, ex
hypothesi, my error is indetectible or incurable.

viii) God is responsible for extrabiblical influences. It’s his world. His plan. His
providence. Suppose these extrabiblical influences warp my judgment? If so, then
I’m the wrong person to judge my own motives. And you’re in the same boat.

By definition, a hypothetical like this is out of my hands. So I leave it in God’s
providential hands. I have no alternative. And I seek no alternative. For,
ultimately, it does go back to God. I'm perfectly content with that arrangement.
And even if I weren’t, it wouldn’t make the slightest difference to God’s
administration of the universe.

You deny my claim that an outlook of sacramental realism pervaded the very
identity and self-understanding” of the historical church. You ask: “Which
church? The Catholic church? Yes. The NT church? No. The Old Covenant

community? No.”



I could identify any number of patristic and sub-apostolic texts from the likes of
Augustine, Irenaeus, Ignatius of Antioch [depicted right being martyred in Rome],
which articulate a realistic sacramentalism.

Yes, I’'m sure you could. But the church fathers are not my rule of faith. They are
entitled to a respectful hearing—nothing more and nothing less.

Ignatius, again, warns against those who hold heterodox opinions in his Letter to
the Smyrneans, ‘“They abstain from the Eucharist and from prayer, because they do
not confess that the Eucharist is the Flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ, Flesh which
suffered for our sins and which the Father, in His goodness, raised up again” (6,
2). In his Letter to the Romans, he writes: “I desire the Bread of God, which is the
Flesh of Jesus Christ . . . and for drink I desire His Blood . . .” (7, 3). In his Letter
to the Philadelphians, he says “. . . for there is one Flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ,
and one cup in the union of His Blood . . .” (3, 2). If we remember that Ignatius
was a contemporary of the Apostle John, and then read Jesus’ words in John’s
Gospel, it’s difficult not to note the parallel sacramental realism of John 6:53-54,
where Jesus says: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of
man and drink his blood, you have no life in you; he who eats my flesh and drinks
my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” For that matter,
there is no lack of sacramental realism in Paul’s warning (I Cor 11:29), “For
anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body, eats and drinks judgment
on himself.” And then, further strengthening the case, he adds (in verse 30): “That
is why many among you are ill and infirm, and a considerable number are dying.”
More than mere symbolism at work here, quite evidently.

Two issues:

1) There’s no evidence that Ignatius ever sat down and had a talk with the Apostle
John over sacramental theology.

11) Since Blosser is very careless with the rules of evidence, let’s draw a few
elementary distinctions:

A contemporary of the apostles is three steps removed from Jesus. An
acquaintance of the apostles is two steps removed from Jesus.

And let’s remember that even the disciples were quite capable of
misunderstanding Jesus. That’s a running theme in the Gospels.

(Of course, this was before Pentecost.)

Likewise, the Corinthians and Thessalonians were quite capable of
misunderstanding Paul.



Therefore, the fact that an early church father may be a contemporary of the
Apostles or an acquaintance of the church fathers does not create any presumption
in favor of their exegesis.

Let us also remember that there are degrees of familiarity. And historical
testimony is not an all-or-nothing affair. An early church father is less likely to get
some things wrong than others.

111) I’ve often discussed the prooftexts for sacramental realism, so I need not repeat
myself here. To take just one example (of many):

http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2004/04/sign-or-sacrament.html

On the other hand, I’'m banking on the assumption that you will be hard pressed to
find any reference in the patristics or the NT that portrays the sacraments as
having exclusively a symbolical significance. I stress the term exclusively, because
Catholics, too, recognize sacraments as symbols; and you will not want for Church
fathers who will refer to the sacraments as symbols and signs. The difference is
this: according to Catholic Tradition, a sacrament effects what it symbolizes. It is
an “outward sign of an inward grace,” as the traditional definition goes. As an
outward sign, it is a symbol. The bread in the Mass symbolizes the Body of Christ,
the wine symbolizes His Precious Blood. However, it does not end there. That
would be Zwinglianism. The bread and wine become His Precious Body and
Blood. So it will not due to point out, simply, that Augustine uses the word
‘symbol’ when speaking of the Bread. He certainly does. But he also goes on
elsewhere to speak of the Bread as the real Body of Christ upon which the faithful
feed in the Eucharist. So my challenge to you is to find a text anywhere among the
patristics or NT which claims that the sacraments are exclusively symbolic.

1) As I said before, the church fathers are not my rule of faith. Let’s remember that
Blosser is attacking sola Scriptura. As such, he assumes a certain burden of proof.
Treating the reader to an exposition of Catholic theology hardly amounts to an
argument for Catholicism or an objection, in this case, to Zwinglianism.

i1) In addition, I reject the way in which he illicitly shifts the burden of proof. The
onus is not on me to show that Scripture excludes sacramental realism. Rather, |
only need to show that every prooftext for sacramental realism is consistent with
sheer symbolism.

If the sacramental prooftexts are equally consistent with either position, then the
sacramentalist will need something above and beyond these passages to establish
sacramental realism. He will need a passage that positively implies sacramental
realism.



I’d add that there are also some positive reasons for rejecting the realistic
interpretation of a passage like Jn 6. Has Blosser every bothered to read the
commentaries by Carson, Keener, and Kostenberger? Does he even know the
other side of the argument?

The seat of real authority was removed from the Church, as the teacher of
Scripture, and placed on the individual interpreter of Scripture alone; where it was
never meant to be.[70]

Blosser has a bad habit of personifying the Church. But the church is a collection
of individuals. And teaching authority has always been exercised by individuals.
It’s just a question of which individuals.

What you refer to as my “bad habit” is a longstanding tradition in Church history
by which the Church has been called our Mother, referenced by the feminine
pronouns “she” and “her,” and personified in Scripture itself as the “Bride of
Christ.” Do you wish to correct Scripture on this point?

This is amusing because it’s so transparently sophistical:

1) As is his wont, he bundles two claims into one, then illicitly transfers the
properties or implications of one to the other.

The fact that tradition personifies the church as our Mother has no purchase on my
Protestant presuppositions.

I have to keep reminding him that if he’s going to attack the Protestant rule of
faith, then it’s insufficient to merely quote tradition against sola Scriptura, for that
begs the question in favor of the Catholic rule of faith. A philosophy prof. ought to
be capable of discharging a minimal burden of proof. Instead, he constantly
assumes what he needs to prove.

i1) I don’t have a problem with personifications. What I do have a problem with
are opponents like Blosser who forget that a personification is just that, a figure of
speech rather than a literal person.

The Bride of Christ is a collective personification.

ii1) What is even worse is when they come under the spell of an unscriptural
personification, like Mother Church.

What you refer to as a “collection of individuals”™ is also called, traditionally, the

mystical “Body of Christ.” My hunch as to why you wish to denigrate this view of
the Church and replace it with the image of a mere “collection of individuals” is to
undermine the authority that tacitly accompanies the notion of the Church as a real



corporate entity. This tendency belies your underlying philosophical nominalism,
which sees the only reality as discrete individuals, the “Church” being no more
than a convenient fiction, a mere “name” (Latin, nomen) which might arbitrarily
be applied to this or that loosely arranged collection of individuals.

1) My, doesn’t he get carried away! He throws in a bunch of purely pejorative
adjectives to mischaracterize my position. I never said a mere collection of
individuals, or a collection of discrete individuals.

i1) Blosser indulges in the fallacy of proof by labeling, as if slapping a label like
“nominalism” on the opposing position were any way of disproving it. Even if |
were a nominalist, which is not the case, calling me one would not falsify
nominalism.

ii1) I do not begin by taking sides on the philosophical debate between realism and
nominalism, and then use that as my hermeneutical grid. And Blosser couldn’t
begin to document that charge from anything I’ve ever written.

1v) And if he chooses to cast this in philosophical terms, then he’s the one who is
misstating realism, for he’s equating a concrete particular (“the Church”) with an
abstract universal. But realism would distinguish between general properties and
specific property-instances.

That, most certainly, is not the view of the Catholic Church. Rather she refers to
the Holy Spirit as the “soul” of the Church. This is nothing new. It is a well-
established point of Sacred Tradition: St. Augustine succinctly described the Holy
Spirit’s role in the Mystical Body of Christ: “What the soul is in our body, that is
the Holy Ghost in Christ’s body, the Church” (Sermon 267, 4: PL 38, 1231 D).
Popes have since used St. Augustine’s statement as a starting point of a more
elaborate explanation, including Pope Leo XIII in his encyclical Divinum Illud
Munus, as well as Pope Pius XII in Mystici Corporis Christi, who touches on the
Holy Spirit’s role as soul of the Church.

Several more problems:

1) As usual, Blosser doesn’t bother to make a case for his operating assumptions.
He simply quotes Catholic theology to the reader. How is that an argument for
Catholic theology?

Is Blosser even capable of poking his head out his Catholic shell for long enough
to ever make a case for Catholicism?

11) We also have metaphors masquerading as arguments. A metaphor is, at best, an
analogy. An analogy is not an argument. One must mount an actual argument from
analogy—which Blosser fails to do.



You want to suggest that since the Church is a mere “collection of individuals,”
we shouldn’t be inclined to trust the opinion of an individual who happens to be a
Catholic bishop or pope any more than the opinion of, say, a Cumberland
Presbyterian who has a reasonable knowledge of his well-worn Bible. But whom
was Jesus addressing when He said (in John 16:13) “when the Spirit of truth
comes, he will lead you into all truth”? Was he addressing the Cumberland
Presbyterian gentleman? You? Me? The Arminian? The Premillennial
dispensationalist Baptist? The Jehovah’s Witness who reads his Bible? (He
accepts sola scriptura too, of course.) We would be in a strange pickle if that were
the case, because we all disagree substantially at key points. No, Jesus was
addressing His Apostles, those upon whom He conferred special charisms of
authority to them — e.g., the authority to bind and loose sins (John 20:23) — even as
God reserved to His lawfully appointed spokesmen in the OT prerogatives He
withheld from others — e.g., the exclusive priesthood of the Aaronic Levites
established at Sinai against which Korah led a rebellion (Num 16). Further,
Nehemiah 8:7-8 offers a nice example of magisterial authority in action when the
Levites -- Jeshua, Bani Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Masseiah,
Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Peliah — "helped the people to understand the
law, while the people remained in their places. So they read from the book, from
the law of God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people
understood the reading.” No, the Church or OT covenant people of God are not
merely a “collection of individuals.” Some are lawfully appointed to be priests, to
teach, to administer the sacraments, etc.; while others are not, but are duty-bound
to receive them with due submission and respect as God’s anointed. This does not
mean they are always impeccable in their behavior or infallible in their private
judgments. It does mean, according to Catholic teaching, that they speak for God
when they teach in their official capacity what the Church infallibly teaches, and
we are then no more in a position to stand in judgment upon their teaching than the
Ethiopian Eunuch was in a position to correct the instruction of Philip upon being
taught by him how to understand the Book of Isaiah (Acts 8:26-40).

1) Blosser’s fictitious imputation notwithstanding, my actual position, as I’ve said
on more than one occasion in the past, is that the church is multiply-instantiated in
time and place. Many local churches and Christian denominations exemplify the
church. But no one denomination is identical with the church. In the words of
Hippolytus,

The church is not called a place or house of stone or clay. What is the
church? The holy assembly of the righteous.78

If you wish to classify my position philosophically, then it would be a brand of
realism rather than nominalism.

8 In Dan.1.17 .6f.



i1) Notice, as usual, that Blosser is citing Scripture rather than exegeting Scripture.
The interpretation of Neh 8:7-8 is rather uncertain.” But lets remember that most
of the repatriated exiles did not own private copies of the OT. Moreover, it is
unclear how many could even read Classical Hebrew. So this is hardly an example
of “magisterial authority”’—especially since Ezra himself is apparently absent
from the proceedings.

What we have, rather, is the public reading of Scripture. Scripture is read aloud
because the members of the audience don’t own their own copies.

This may include a translation from Hebrew to Aramaic.

It may also include an exposition. But there’s nothing inherently magisterial about
expository preaching.

So this is just another instance of Blosser’s flagrant, acontextual prooftexting.

111) Also notice, as usual, his equivocations. Philip was deacon, not a bishop. So
Philip was not a member of the Magisterium, even if we retroject the Magisterium
back into the NT church.

Likewise, a mere priest is not a member of the Magisterium. Every (validly
ordained) bishop is a priest, but every priest is not a bishop. Therefore, the implicit
analogy between the Aaronic/Levitical priesthood, the Catholic priesthood, and
the Magisterium falls apart at the critical point of comparison. At best, the analogy
would only hold for the high priest, and even that is both equivocal and
underdetermined by the Scriptural and extrascriptural evidence.

It’s important to careful observe the extent to which Blosser’s case for the
Catholic rule of faith is erected over the cumulative foundation of serial
equivocations and acontextual appeals.

Thus the extrabiblical influence of late medieval nominalism, together with
various practical exigencies involved in trying to justify revolt against the Church
and the whole ecclesiastical tradition, combined to facilitate the development of
sola scriptura and to make each Protestant, in principle, his own pope.

Why is medieval nominalism any more of an extrabiblical influence than Patristic
Neoplatonism or scholastic Aristotelianism?

It’s not. However, where Neoplatonism offers philosophical arguments for why
anything that God created cannot be evil (evil as the “privation of being”), or
where Aristotelianism facilitates a philosophical articulation of the understanding

" E.g. D. Clines, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther (Eerdmans 1992), 184-85.



of God’s purposiveness in nature (immanent natural teleology), they serve as
ancilla theologiae, as servants of Christian theology. But where medieval
nominalism leads Ockham to deny formal and final causality and to deny any sort
of immanent teleology implanted by God within nature, and when it leads Luther,
as one who called Ockham “my dear master” (B.A. Gerrish, “Luther,” in
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Macmillan, 1967, vol. 5, p. 112), to assert that
whereas by human reason 2 + 5 = 7, yet, if God should declare them 8, one must
believe contrary to reason and to feeling (Roland Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of
Martin Luther, Mentor, 1950), we have a problem, because the result is a radically
fideistic worldview deeply inimical to a biblical (and Catholic) understanding of
God as a God of reason. (In this connection, I call to witness Pope Benedict XVI’s
Regensburg address of last year in which he offered an oblique challenge to Islam
to consider whether it’s deeply nominalist theology, placing God beyond knowing,
allowing only for the revelation of God’s arbitrary will, does not make rational
discourse about religion impossible. There is a striking parallel between the
Islamic rejection of the rational theology of the 8th century Mu’tazilite school and
the 16th century Protestant rejection of the Catholic “Natural Law” tradition in
favor of its voluntaristic divine command ethic.)

A couple of basic problems here:

1) True to form, he’s backpedaling. He does this on a regular basis. Blosser will
make sweeping claim. As soon as his indefensible claim is challenged, he changes
the subject.

His original objection to nominalism is that it represents an “extrabiblical
influence.” But when I point out that other philosophies like patristic
Neoplatonism and scholastic Aristotelianism are equally extrabiblical, he
substitutes a different objection.

11) Then there’s his historically and logically slipshod resort to free association to
discredit every evangelical tradition by imputing elements of one evangelical to
another evangelical tradition.

111) And while we’re on the subject, there’s a strain of apophatic theology in
Thomism.

Assuming, for the sake of argument, that Protestant theology makes every
Protestant his own pope, so what? Why shouldn’t I be my own pope? What gives
you the right to be my pope? The pope is still an individual among individuals. So
popery is just another form of individualism. And an autocratic form of
individualism at that. An individualism of the one over the many.

Well, this is truly a first, in my experience: not only a frank admission but a ready



embrace of the idea, “Every Protestant his own pope”! But I see you endeavoring
to set forth a serious principle here, which is that no individual has any more
authority than another.

No, I never made that claim.

There is a rugged American individualism at work here, which evokes John
Wayne (a Catholic convert at the end of his life, by the way).

More free association masquerading as serious analysis.

But what about this? Is it true? Are we simply an atomistic collection of
individuals here?

A straw man argument.

I’m certain that this is how many congregationalist Christians view the Body of
Christ, ironically. So our Lord has left us each to fend for himself as best he can,
with his online Bible translations and concordances and word studies and other
biblical-grammatical helps?

Where was the Vatican when Abraham was living in tents? Where was the
Vatican when Israel was living in Goshen? Where was the Vatican when Ahab,
Jezebel, and Athalia drove the faithful underground? Where was the Vatican
during the Babylonian Exile? Where was the Vatican during the Intertestamental
era?

Like every Catholic apologist, Blosser reasons aprioristically rather than
historically. Don’t look out the window to see how God has actually governed his
people in the past. Instead, simply deduce your ecclesiology from a set of
appealing axioms.

And where do you expect that will lead? To consensus?
I’m not aiming for consensus. I’'m aiming for truth.

If the historical record is any predicter of the future, I would wager on further
factionalism. At Westminster we used to talk about Presbyterianism in terms of
the “Split P’s” because of the multiplication of splinter Presbyterian
denominations — there were the Cumberland Ps, UPs, OPCs, PCAs, RPCNAs,
ARPs . .. on and on. And there was the title by Gary North of the “TRULY
REFORMED” Reconstructionist-Theonomist movement founded by Rousas John
Rushdoony, The Failure of American Baptist Culture. Then there are the Van
Tillian presuppositionalists vs. the Norman Geisler and R.C. Sproul evidentialists
(though Sproul was also a Kuyperian); not to mention the unresolved debate



between Van Til and Gordon Clark on the question of univocal knowledge and the
incomprehensibility of God, or the heresy trial of Norman Shepherd at
Westminster Theological Seminary in 1980 because of his instance upon a more
nuanced interpretation of "Justification by Faith Alone" than the rest of the
Westminster faculty and trustees felt they could permit (which ended with
Shepherd switching denominations from the OPC [Orthodox Presbyterian Church]
and becoming a CRC [Christian Reformed Church] pastor of the Dutch Reformed
tradition). Then there are the Kuyperian Dutch Calvinists, and the
Dooyeweerdians and Vollenhovians who don’t have much truck at all with other
Calvinists. Dooyeweerd and Van Til couldn’t agree on the question of
transcendental method. Vern Poythress and John Frame had no time for Robert
Knudsen or any other Dooyeweerdians, particularly with the notions of “naive pre-
theoretical experience” and “cosmic time,” which struck them as too Neo-Kantian.

And there are parallel factions within Catholicism. Running feuds between
Thomistic Dominicans and Molinist Jesuits. Or Catholic critics of transcendental
Thomism (e.g. Jaki v. Rahner). Of competing schools of casuistry, viz.
probabilism, probabiliorism, and equiprobabilism. You have heresy trials in
Catholicism.

Incidentally, what was wrong with the heresy trial of Norman Shepherd? It’s a
good thing when a seminary or denomination maintains doctrinal fidelity.

All of these individuals have remarkable insights and wonderful resources to
share. But my problem — the Catholic problem — is with the notion that the Lord
would have left us with nothing more to guide us in the ongoing governance of our
faith and life within the Church than a Bible and this cacophony of competing
interpretations.

But that’s exactly the situation you had in 2™ temple Judaism.

The historical record of the Church surely shows otherwise. Among the four
marks of the church in the Nicene Creed are the marks “Catholic” and
“Apostolic.” If one goes deep into history, one sees that these concepts have a
stable and well-established meaning and aren’t susceptible of arbitrary
interpretations such as one finds in modern times among Protestants.

Catholicism is chock-full of arbitrary interpretations. To take one conspicuous
example, just consider the “exegetical” argument offered by Pius IX for the
Immaculate Conception:

This sublime and singular privilege of the Blessed Virgin, together with her
most excellent innocence, purity, holiness and freedom from every stain of
sin, as well as the unspeakable abundance and greatness of all heavenly



graces, virtues and privileges -- these the Fathers beheld in that ark of
Noah, which was built by divine command and escaped entirely safe and
sound from the common shipwreck of the whole world; [Gn 6:9] in the
ladder which Jacob saw reaching from the earth to heaven, by whose rungs
the angels of God ascended and descended, and on whose top the Lord
himself leaned'[Gn 28:12] in that bush which Moses saw in the holy place
burning on all sides, which was not consumed or injured in any way but
grew green and blossomed beautifully;[Ex 3:2] in that impregnable tower
before the enemy, from which hung a thousand bucklers and all the armor
of the strong;[SG 4:4] in that garden enclosed on all sides, which cannot be
violated or corrupted by any deceitful plots;[SG 4:12] as in that resplendent
city of God, which has its foundations on the holy mountains;[Ps 87:1] in
that most august temple of God, which, radiant with divine splendors, is
full of the glory of God;[Is 6:1-4] and in very many other biblical types of
this kind. In such allusions the Fathers taught that the exalted dignity of the
Mother of God, her spotless innocence and her sanctity unstained by any
fault, had been prophesied in a wonderful manner.®

However, the comparison is cute rather than acute. The position of evangelical
theology is not that every Christian is his own pope, but that no Christian is the
pope. Evangelical theology doesn’t claim that every Christian can speak ex
cathedra, but that no Christian can speak ex cathedra—since the death of the
Apostles.

It’s certainly cuter than accurate. I don’t doubt that your statement of the “position
of evangelical theology” is accurate, though I do doubt its defensibility. How, for
example, would you defend the proposition that none can speak ex cathedra “since
the death of the Apostles”? Where do you get that? One needs more than wishful
thinking to establish a claim, as you know. Furthermore, how do you defend the
claim that “no Christian is the pope,” since, if “pope”” means nothing other than
“father,” Paul several times describes himself in a paternal relationship with those
he “fathers” in Christ?

Once again, he’s confusing words with concepts, as if you can extract the concept
of the papacy from the etymology of “Pope” as “father.” This is a twofold fallacy:

1) Usage, not etymology, is the way to define words.

11) The meaning of a word is not the same thing as the meaning of a concept
denoted by a word.

It’s been 46 years since James Barr published his landmark work on The Semitics
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of Biblical Language (Oxford 1961), and that, in turn, goes back to Frege’s theory
of meaning—in his 1891-92 series: “Funktion und Begriff,” “Uber Sinn und
Bedeutung,” and “Uber Begriff und Gegenstand.”

I think often the problem when Evangelicals hear the word “pope,” they think of a
fat Italian wearing a tiara wearing crimson robes with fine ermine trim being
carried in a litter shouldered by a crowd of men. But these are only accidental
properties of the pope. Peter is clearly established in the NT as the head of the
Apostles, the “prince of the apostles,” and, in that sense, the first ‘pope.” He’s
given the keys of the kingdom (Mt 16:19), based on the symbolic “keys” given to
the prime minister (or “chief steward” or “chamberlain”) of a King (cf. Is 22:22).
He’s renamed “Cephus” (Lat. from Aramaic “Kepha,” meaning ‘rock’) and
declared the foundation stone of the Church (Mt. 16:18). Furthermore, in every
listing of the Apostles in the NT, Peter is named first, and Judas last, where the list
1s complete. If the list is partial, Peter is still named first, and then there follows a
predictable order in an accepted hierarchy of Andrew, James the Greater, and
John, and so on. Moreover, here’s an interesting circumstantial detail: the second-
most frequently named Apostle in the NT is John, who is cited a total of 30 times.
The most frequently named Apostle is Peter, who is cited a grand total of — could
you have guessed it? — 179 times. A mere circumstantial detail, to be sure, but
significant. Are you sure it’s fair to describe these as a mere “collection of
individuals”?

I’ve been over all this ground in the past. To quote myself:

Even with respect to the primary Petrine text, Protestants have often pointed out
that the prerogatives ascribed to Peter in 16:19 ("binding and loosing") are
likewise conferred on the Apostles generally in 18:18. The image of the "keys"
(v19a) is used for Peter only, but this is a figure of speech—while the power
signified by the keys was already unpacked by the "binding and loosing" language,
so that no distinctively Petrine prerogative remains in the original promise. In
other words, the "keys" do not refer to a separate prerogative that is distinctive to
Peter. That confuses the metaphor with its literal referent.

For that matter, 18:18 doesn’t even limit the disciplinary jurisdiction to the
Apostolate or the eldership, for the context has a larger and less structured body in
view (vv15-20). As John Meier, a leading Catholic scholar, has observed,

We should notice that, in this whole process of discipline, there is no
intervention by a single authoritative leader. When the church acts
authoritatively, it acts as a whole, though Matthew certainly knows the
existence of church leaders (Cf. 23:34; 13:52; and of course 16:17-19). For
Matthew, church leadership does not swallow up the authority of the
assembly of believers acting as one body. That is why Matthew can assign



to the local church in 18:18 the power to bind and loose that is given to
Peter in 16:19. Whenever the church leader acts, he activates and
concretizes the authority which resides in the church as a whole.!

The collective reference is also an embarrassment when the power to bind and
loose is taken as a prooftext for papal infallibility. For if, in 18:17-18, this power
extends to the local congregation, then that entirely undercuts papal primacy.

That disciplinary authority extends to the laity is further confirmed by the practice
of the Pauline churches (cf. 1 Cor 5:4-5; 6:4).

By way of reply, it is sometimes said that 16:18 has reference to the universal
church whereas 18:17 has reference to the local church, so that we can’t equate the
Apostolic prerogative with the Petrine prerogative. However, 18:17 also applies to
the universal church. The passage (18:15ff.) is dealing with church discipline,
which is necessarily a local affair since it addresses individual infractions. But
Christ is laying down general norms that are valid in any case of church discipline.
There is, therefore, a functional equivalence between the collective identity of the
church in 16:18 and the distributive identity of the church in 18:17, for 18:17
presents a paradigm-case.

Catholicism glosses 18:18 by saying that the collective apostolic prerogative in
18:18 must be exercised in consultation with the Petrine prerogative in 16:19. But
there is no textual warrant for drawing this connection. It assumes the very point at
issue.

Mt 16 actually presents a dilemma for the Catholic apologist, for if we identify the
Petrine office with the papacy on the basis of v18, then—by parity of argument —
we ought to identify the Antichrist with the papacy, based on the malediction of
v23. Catholic theology has penned entire libraries on v16 while remaining
strangely silent on v23.

Appeal is sometimes made to the Isaian background of Mt 16:19 (cf. Isa 22:22) as
a precedent for apostolic succession. But as E.J. Young has noted,

This office is not made hereditary. God promises the key to Eliakim but not
to his descendants. The office continues, but soon loses its exalted
character. It was Eliakim the son of Hilkiah who was exalted, and not the
office itself. Eliakim had all the power of a "Rabshakeh," [the chief of
drinking], and in him the Assyrian might recognize a man who could act for
the theocracy...Whether Eliakim actually was guilty of nepotism or not, we
are expressly told that at the time ("in that day") when they hang all the
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glory of his father’s house upon him he will be removed. Apparently the
usefulness of the office itself will have been exhausted...The usefulness of
Eliakim’s exalted position was at an end: were it to continue as it was under
Eliakim it would not be for the welfare of the kingdom; its end therefore
must come.*

Mt 16:18 is the primary Petrine text. But a direct appeal to Mt 16:18 greatly
obscures the number of steps that have to be interpolated in order to get us from
Peter to the papacy. Let’s jot down just a few of these intervening steps:

a) The promise of Mt 16:18 has reference to Peter.

b) The promise of Mt 16:18 has exclusive reference to Peter.

c¢) The promise of Mt 16:18 has reference to a Petrine office.

d) This office is perpetual.

e) Peter resided in Rome.

f) Peter was the bishop of Rome

g) Peter was the first bishop of Rome

h) There was only one bishop at a time

1) Peter was not a bishop anywhere else.

) Peter ordained a successor

k) This ceremony transferred his official prerogatives to a successor.
1) The succession has remained unbroken up to the present day.
Lets go back and review each of these twelve separate steps:

a) V18 may not even refer to Peter:

We can see that [Ietpag is not the Tetpa on which Jesus will build his
church...In accord with 7:24, which Matthew quotes here, the TeTpa
consists of Jesus' teaching, i.e., the law of Christ. “This rock” no longer
poses the problem that “this” is ill suits an address to Peter in which he is
the rock. For that meaning the text would have read more naturally “on
you.” Instead, the demonstrative echoes 7:24; i.e., “this rock” echoes

%2 The Book of Isaiah (Eerdmans 1982), 1:116-18.



“these my words.” Only Matthew put the demonstrative with Jesus words,
which the rock stood for in the following parable (7:24-27). His reusing it
in 16:18 points away from Peter to those same words as the foundation of
the church...Matthew's Jesus will build only on the firm bedrock of his law
(cf. 5:19-20; 28:19), not on the loose stone Peter. Also, we no longer need
to explain away the association of the church's foundation with Christ
rather than Peter in Mt 21:42.%

(b) Is falsified by the power-sharing arrangement in Mt 18:17-18 & Jn 20:23.

(c) The conception of a Petrine office is borrowed from Roman bureaucratic
categories (officium) and read back into this verse. The original promise is indexed
to the person of Peter. There is no textual assertion or implication whatsoever to
the effect that the promise is separable from the person of Peter.

(d) In 16:18, perpetuity is attributed to the Church, and not to a church office.

(e) There 1s some evidence that Peter paid a visit to Rome (cf. 1 Pet 5:13). There is
some evidence that Peter also paid a visit to Corinth (cf. 1 Cor 1:12; 9:5).

(f) This commits a category mistake. An Apostle is not a bishop. Apostleship is a
vocation, not an office, analogous to the prophetic calling. Or, if you prefer, it’s an
extraordinary rather than ordinary office.

(g) The original Church of Rome was probably organized by Messianic Jews like
Priscilla and Aquilla (cf. Acts 18:2; Rom 16:3). It wasn’t founded by Peter.
Rather, it consisted of a number of house-churches (e.g. Rom 16; Hebrews) of
Jewish or Gentile membership—or mixed company.

(h) NT polity was plural rather than monarchal. The Catholic claim is predicated
on a strategic shift from a plurality of bishops (pastors/elders) presiding over a
single (local) church—which was the NT model—to a single bishop presiding
over a plurality of churches. And even after you go from (i) oligarchic to (ii)
monarchal prelacy, you must then continue from monarchal prelacy to (ii1) Roman
primacy, from Roman primacy to (iv) papal primacy, and from papal primacy to
(v) papal infallibility. So step (h) really breaks down into separate steps—none of
which enjoys the slightest exegetical support.

(j) Peter also presided over the Diocese of Pontus-Bithynia (1 Pet 1:1). And

according to tradition, Antioch was also a Petrine See (Apostolic Constitutions
7:46.).

(j)-(k) This suffers from at least three objections:

3 R. Gundry, Matthew (Eerdmans 1994), 334.



1) These assumptions are devoid of exegetical support. There is no internal warrant
for the proposition that Peter ordained any successors.

i1) Even if he had, there is no exegetical evidence that the imposition of hands is
identical with Holy Orders.

ii1) Even if we went along with that identification, Popes are elected to papal
office, they are not ordained to papal office. There is no separate or special
sacrament of papal orders as over against priestly orders. If Peter ordained a
candidate, that would just make him a pastor (or priest, if you prefer), not a Pope.

(1) This cannot be verified. What is more, events like the Great Schism falsify it in
practice, if not in principle. No less a figure than Cardinal Ratzinger, now the
Pope, admits that:

For nearly half a century the Church was split into two or three obediences
that excommunicated one another, so that every Catholic lived under
excommunication by one pope or another, and, in the last analysis, no one
could say with certainty which of the contenders had right on his side.**
Principles of Catholic Theology (Ignatius, 1987), 196.

Furthermore, if there was ever an Apostle who should have outranked Peter, the
common poorly-educated fisherman, it should have been Paul, the protégé of
Gamaliel, the head of one of Jerusalem’s two chief rabbinical schools. Paul was
not only a highly literate Jew, educated in Aramaic and Hebrew; he was a Roman
citizen. He knew Latin. He knew Greek. He was a highly refined and sophisticated
young man being groomed by Gamaliel as a future leader of Judea — a great loss
when he defected to the new sect of Christians in the region. But here’s the kicker:
after Paul’s conversion, after his time of retreat in the Arabian desert, where does
he go? In Gal. 1:18, he tells us: “Then . . . I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas
[the ‘rock’], and remained with him fifteen days.” I would have given anything to
listen in to the conversations between them — a common fisherman and a highly
refined and educated sophisticate who came up in submission to let the head of the
Apostolic team — the “prince of the apostles,” the ‘rock,’ the ‘head,” the ‘papa’ or
‘pope’ of the group — that he was making his services available to play for the
Varsity Team. Then in Gal. 2:1-2, Paul describes an incident some 14 years later
after years of struggle on his mission journeys, when, he says, “l went up again to
Jerusalem . . . and laid before them the gospel which I preached among the
Gentiles, lest somehow I should be running or had run in vain.” What is interesting
here is the humanity of Paul in humbly submitting the content of the gospel he had
been preaching to have it vetted by Peter, James, and John “lest somehow I should
be running or had run in vain.”

% Principles of Catholic Theology (Ignatius 1987), 196.



No Christian can be pope? That would be news to Paul and the other Apostles.

What would be news to Paul and the other Apostles is the way in which Blosser
reads against the grain of text and context alike. As F. F. Bruce explains:

[Paul] was concerned to argue that at no point between his conversion and
the writing of the letter [of Galatians] had the Jerusalem leaders conferred
on him any authority which he did not possess already by direct
commission of the risen Christ. What Paul was concerned about was not the
validity of his gospel but is practicability. His commission was not derived
from Jerusalem, but it could not be effectively discharged except in
fellowship with Jerusalem. A cleavage between his Gentle mission and the
mother-church in Jerusalem would be disastrous for the progress of the
gospel: the cause of Christ would be divided, and all the devotion with
which Paul ahs thus far prosecuted his apostolate to the Gentiles, and hoped
to go on persecuting it, would be frustrated.®

The order in which Paul names them suggests that James had now attained
a position of primacy, in Jerusalem at least, in which he was beginning to
overshadow the Twelve themselves. No longer is he mentioned almost
incidentally alongside Peter, as in Paul’s account of his earlier visit to
Jerusalem.™

Paul does not commit himself to acceptance of their status as “pillars”. He
affirms, however, that they “added nothing” to him—neither to the subject-
matter of his gospel nor to his authority to preach it."’

Not Peter in particular, but the triumvirate as a whole, undertook the
responsibility for directing and executing the mission to Jews, with James
becoming more and more primus inter pares and issuing directives which
even Peter felt bound to obey.®

Fifth, sola scriptura assumes that the Bible can be understood apart from tradition.
It assumes no ultimate need for the larger context of the Church’s tradition and
teaching. However, not only is the canon of Scripture incapable of being identified
apart from tradition, as we have seen, but the meaning of Scripture cannot be fully
grasped. Protestants argue that Scripture is clear, but they disagree even among
themselves as to what it means. If they admit that parts of Scripture are unclear,
they argue that the essentials are clear and that the unclear parts can be interpreted

 F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Eerdmans 1984), 151-52.
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in light of the clear.

Actually, the case for sola Scriptura doesn’t depend on the perspicuity of
Scripture, per se. That’s an apologetic move, and it has some merit. But the
question of sola Scriptura is simply a factual question: is this the rule of faith that
God has imposed on the church? The answer doesn’t turn on the exact degree of
clarity—which varies in time in time and place, and from one reader to the next.

Presumably, though, would you not agree that Scripture must be perspicuous and
clear as to its teaching on sola scriptura, if indeed you think it teaches this?
Otherwise, from what extra-biblical source would you garner the warrant for the
tenet? And if you believe Scripture does teach this, then where is it perspicuously
established?

The answer depends on how we frame the question and what we think will count
as evidence:

1) Suppose Scripture were silent on the issue. How would we interpret its silence?

Blosser assumes that if Scripture doesn’t answer various questions about church
and sacrament, then Scripture must be supplemented by extrascriptural tradition
and/or a divine teaching office (the Magisterium).

But if Scripture doesn’t answer various questions, that is not an argument in favor
of an authoritative supplement to Scripture.

For that may just as well be an argument in favor of the proposition that this is a
point of liberty. Where Scripture is silent, there is more than one morally
acceptable choice.

If it were that important to have an answer, God would reveal the answer (public
revelation recorded in Scripture). If God has not revealed the answer, then there is
no one right answer. And we are free to make a reasonable choice.

So even if we had no positive evidence for sola Scriptura, the argument from
silence would not be an argument for the Catholic rule of faith. At most, the
question would be undecidable.

i1) As far as positive evidence is concerned, sola Scriptura would be a theological
construct, like many other doctrines. It wouldn’t turn on one or two isolated
prooftexts.

1i1) One practical line of evidence would be: what does God hold his people to?
For what are they answerable? We can learn fo what they are responsible by
learning for what they are responsible. As John Frame has put it:



Scripture tells us to go to Scripture! Or, rather, the God of Scripture tells us
in Scripture to go to Scripture!

Of course we must note at the outset that the Bible is not the only word that
God has spoken. God has spoken words to and by his apostles and
prophets that are not recorded in the Bible. He has also spoken, in a sense,

to the earth, to the storms, to the winds and waves.[21] And in a
mysterious sense, the word of God may also be identified with God

Himself[22] and particularly with Jesus Christ.[23] But God does not
always tell us what he says to the winds and waves, and he has not always
provided us with prophets at a handy distance! Rather, he has directed us
to a book! That is where we are to go for daily, regular guidance. That is
where we may always find the demands of the Lord and the promise of the
Savior.

Writing goes back a long way in the history of redemption. The book of
Genesis appears to be derived largely from “books of

generations.”[ 24| We don't know much about the origin of these books,
but it is significant that (1) they include inspired prophecies[25] and (2)
they were eventually included among Israel's authoritative writings. From
a very early time, God's people began to record the history of redemption
for their posterity. It was important from the beginning that God's
covenants, his demands and his promises be written down lest they be
forgotten. The first explicit reference, however, to a divinely authorized
book occurs in connection with the war between Israel and Amalek shortly
after the Exodus:

And Joshua discomfited Amalek and his people with the edge of the
sword. And the Lord said unto Moses, “Write this for a memorial in a
book, and rehearse it in the ears of Joshua: that I will utterly blot out the
remembrance of Amalek from under heaven.” And Moses built an altar,
and called the name of it Jehovah-nissi; and he said, “The Lord hath
sworn: the Lord will have war with Amalek from generation to

generation.”[206]

Not only does the Lord authorize the writing of the book; the content of it is
God's own oath, his pledge. It is the word of God, a word of absolute
authority and sure promise. Because God has spoken it, it will surely
happen.

But an even more important example of divine writing occurs a few
chapters later. In Exodus twenty, God speaks the Ten Commandments to



the people of Israel. The people are terrified, and they ask Moses to act as
mediator between themselves and God. From Ex. 20:22 to 23:33, God
presents to Moses further commandments in addition to the ten, which
Moses is to convey to the people. In Ex. 24:4, we learn that Moses wrote
down all these words and in verse seven read them to the people. The
people received these words as the word of God himself — “All that the

Lord hath spoken will we do, and be obedient.”[27] They accepted these
written words as words of absolute demand! But something even more
remarkable occurs a few verses later. The Lord calls Moses alone to ascend
the mountain, “and I will give thee the tables of stone, and the law and the
commandment which I have written, that thou mayest teach

them.”[28] Note the pronouns in the first person singular! God did the
writing! In fact, the implication of the tenses is that God had completed the
writing before Moses ascended the mountain. Moses was to go up the
mountain to receive a completed, divinely written manuscript! Nor is this
the only passage that stresses divine authorship of the law. Elsewhere, too,

we learn that the tables were “written with the finger of God”[29]; they
were “the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven

upon the tables.”[30]

What was going on here? Why the sustained emphasis upon divine

writing? Meredith G. Kline[3 1] suggests that this emphasis on divine
writing arises out of the nature of covenant-making in the ancient near
East. When a great king entered a “suzerainty covenant relation” with a
lesser king, the great king would produce a document setting forth the
terms of the covenant. The great king was the author, because he was the
lord, the sovereign. He set the terms. The lesser king was to read and
obey, for he was the servant, the vassal. The covenant document was the
Law; it set forth the commands of the great king, and the servant was bound
to obey. To disobey the document was to disobey the great king; to obey it
was to obey him. Now in Exodus twenty and succeeding chapters, God is
making a kind of “suzerainty treaty” with Israel. As part of the treaty
relation, he authors a document which is to serve as the official record of
his absolute demand. Without the document there would be no covenant.

Later, more words were added to the document; and we read in
Deuteronomy that Moses put all these words in the ark of the covenant, the
dwelling place of God, the holiest place in Israel, “that it may be there for a
witness against thee.”[32] The covenant document is not man's witness
concerning God; it is God's witness against man. Man may not add to or

subtract anything from the document;[33] for the document is God's word,



and must not be confused with any mere human authority.

This divine authority takes many forms. In the extra-biblical suzerainty

covenants, certain distinct elements have been discovered[34]: the self-
identification of the lord (the giving of his name), the “historical prologue”
(proclaiming the benevolent acts of the lord to the vassal), the basic
demand for exclusive loyalty (called “love”), the detailed demands of the
lord, the curses upon the disobedient, the blessings upon the obedient, and
finally the details of covenant administration, use of the document, etc. In

the law of God, all of these elements are present. God tells who he is,[35]
he proclaims his grace through his acts in history,[ 36] he demands
love,| 37] he sets forth his detailed demands,[38] he declares the curses

and blessings contingent on covenant obedience,[39] and he sets up the
machinery for continuing covenant administration, laying particular

emphasis on the use of the covenant book.[40] All of these elements of the
covenant are authoritative; all are words of God.

Theologians generally oversimplify the concept of biblical authority. To
some theologians, it is God's personal self-manifestation (as in the giving of
the divine name) which is authoritative. To others, it is the account of
historical events. To others, the demand for love is the central thing. To
others it is the divine self-commitment to bless. But the covenantal
structure of revelation has room for all of these elements, and what's more,
places them in proper relation to one another. There is both love and law,
both grace and demand, both kerygma and didache, both personal
disclosure (stated in “I-thou” form) and objective declarations of facts, both
a concept of history and a concept of inspired words. The covenant
document contains authoritative propositions about history (the servant has
no right to contradict the lord's account of the history of the covenant),
authoritative commands to be obeyed, authoritative questions (demanding
the vassal's pledge to covenant allegiance), authoritative performatives

(God's self-commitment to bless and curse).[4 1] The propositions are
infallible; but infallibility is only part of biblical authority. This authority
also includes the authority of non-propositional language as well.

We have seen that the 1dea of a “canon,” an authoritative written word of
God, goes back to the very beginning of Israel's history, back to its very
creation as a nation. The Scripture is the constitution of Israel, the basis for
its existence. The idea of a written word of God did not arise in twentieth-
century fundamentalism, nor in seventeenth-century orthodoxy, nor in the
post-apostolic church, nor in II Timothy, nor in post-exilic Judaism. The



idea of a written word of God is at the very foundation of biblical faith.
Throughout the history of redemption, therefore, God continually calls his
people back to the written word. Over and over again he calls them to keep
“the commandments of the Lord your God, and his testimonies, and his
statutes which he hath commanded thee.”[42] These are the words of
absolute demand and sure promise, the words of the Lord. These were the
words that made the difference between life and death. These were the
words which could not be questioned, which transcended all other
demands, which governed all areas of life. When Israel sinned and returned

to the Lord, she returned also to the law of God.[43]

From time to time there were new words of God. Joshua added to the

words which Moses had placed in the ark.[44 ] How could a mere man add
to the words of God in view of the command of Deut. 4:2? The only
answer can be that Joshua's words were also recognized as God's words.

The prophets also came speaking God's words,[45] and some of them were
written down.[46]

Thus the “Old Testament” grew. By the time of Jesus there was a well-
defined body of writings which was generally recognized as God's word,
and which was quoted as supreme authority, as Holy Scripture. Jesus and
the apostles did not challenge, but rather accepted this view. Not only did
they accept it, but they actively testified to it by word and deed. The role of
Scripture in the life of Jesus is really remarkable: although Jesus was and is
the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity, during his earthly
ministry he subjected himself completely to the Old Testament Scripture.
Over and over again, he performed various actions “‘so that the Scripture

might be fulfilled.”[47] The whole point of his life — his sacrificial death

and resurrection was determined beforehand by Scripture.[48] Jesus’
testimony to Scripture, then, is not occasional, but pervasive. His whole
life was a witness to biblical authority! But listen particularly to what
Christ and the apostles say concerning the Old Testament! Listen to the
way in which they cite Scripture, even in the face of Satan, to “clinch” an
argument, to silence objections.[49] Listen to the titles by which they
describe the Old Testament: “Scripture,” “holy Scripture,” “law,”
“prophets,” “royal law of liberty...... the oracles of God.”[50] Listen to the
formulae by which they cite Scripture: “It is written”; “it says”; “the Holy
Spirit says”; “Scripture says.”[51] All of these phrases and titles denoted
to the people of Jesus' day something far more than a mere human

document. These terms denoted nothing less than inspired, authoritative
words of God. As Warfield pointed out, “Scripture says” and “God says”
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are interchangeable!’

And consider further the explicit teaching of Jesus and the apostles
concerning biblical authority:

1. Think not that I am come to destroy the law or the prophets: I came
not to destroy, but to fulfill. For truly I say to you, ‘till heaven and earth
pass away, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass away from the law;
until all things are accomplished. Whosoever therefore shall break one
of the least of these commandments, and shall teach men so, shall be
called least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach
them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.[52]

Jots and tittles were among the smallest marks used in the written Hebrew
language. Jesus is saying that everything in the law and the prophets
(equals the Old Testament) carries divine authority. And obedience to that
law is the criterion of greatness in the kingdom of heaven.

2. Think not that I will accuse you to the Father: there is one that
accuses you, even Moses, whom you trust. For if ye believed Moses, ye
would believe me; for he wrote of me. But if ye believe not his

writings, how shall ye believe my words?[53]

The Jews claimed to believe Moses' writings, but they rejected Christ.
Jesus replies that they do not really believe Moses; and he urges them to a
greater trust in the Old Testament. He urges them to believe all of the law,
and thus come to accept his messiahship. We see here that Jesus did not
merely quote Scripture because it was customary among the Jews. Rather,
he criticized the prevailing custom because it was insufficiently loyal to
Scripture. Jesus' view of Scripture was stronger than that of the Pharisees
and Scribes. Jesus sees Moses justly accusing the Jews because of their
unbelief in Scripture. Believing Moses is the prerequisite to believing
Christ.

3. The Jews answered him, “For a good work we stone thee not, but
for blasphemy; even because thou, being a man, makest thyself God.”
Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your law, I said, ‘Ye are
gods’? If he called them gods unto whom the word of God came (and
the Scripture cannot be broken), say ye of him whom the Father
sanctified and sent into the world, ‘Thou blasphemest’; because I said, ‘I

am the Son of God’?’[54]



A difficult passage, this; but note the parenthesis. Concerning a fairly
obscure Psalm, Jesus says that “scripture cannot be broken.” It cannot be
wrong; it cannot fail; it cannot be rejected as we reject human words.

4. For whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our
learning, that through patience and through comfort of the scriptures we

might have hope.[55]

Here, the apostle Paul tells us that the Old Testament is relevant, not only
for the people of the Old Testament period, but for us as well. It teaches us,
gives us patience, comfort, hope. And most remarkably, the whole Old
Testament is relevant! None of it is dated; none of it is invalidated by more
recent thought. Of what human documents may that be said?

5. And we have the word of prophecy made more sure; whereunto ye
do well that ye take heed, as unto a lamp shining in a dark place, until
the day dawn, and the day star arise in your hearts: knowing this first,
that no prophecy of scripture is of private interpretation. For no
prophecy ever came by the will of man: but men spake from God, being

moved by the Holy Spirit.[ S6]

Note the context of this passage: Peter expects to die soon, and he wishes to
assure his readers of the truth of the gospel.[57] He knows that false

teachers will attack the church, deceiving the flock.[ 58] He insists that the
gospel is not myth or legend, but the account of events which he himself

had witnessed.[59] Yet even when the eyewitnesses have left the scene,
the believers will still have a source of sure truth. They have the “word of
prophecy” — the Old Testament Scriptures — a word which is “more

sure.”[60] They are to “take heed” to that word, and forsake all conflicting
teaching; for the word is light, and all the rest is darkness. Moreover, it did
not originate through the human interpretative process; it is not a set of
human opinions about God; nor did it originate in any human volition.
Rather the Holy Spirit carried the biblical writers along, as they spoke for
him! The Holy Spirit determined their course and their destination. The
Bible consists of human writings, but its authority is no mere human
authority!

6. All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable for doctrine, reproof,
correction, instruction in righteousness: that the man of God may be

complete, furnished completely unto every good work.[61 ]



Note again the context, for it is similar to that of the last passage. Paul in
this chapter paints a gloomy picture of deceivers leading people astray.
How shall we know the truth in all this confusion? Paul tells Timothy to

hang on to the truth as he learned it from Paul,[62] but also to the “holy

scriptures”[63] (which, we note, are available even to us who have not
been taught personally by Paul). This Scripture is “inspired of God” as the
KJV says, or more literally “Godbreathed” — breathed out by God. In less
picturesque language, we might say simply “spoken by God”; but the more
picturesque language also suggests the activity of the Holy Spirit in the
process, the words for “spirit” and “breath” being closely related in the
original Greek. Scripture is spoken by God; it is his Word; and as such it is
all profitable, and it is all that we need to be equipped for good works.

Both Old and New Testaments then pervasively claim authority for the Old
Testament scriptures. But what about the New Testament scriptures? Can
we say that they, also, are the word of God?

We have seen the importance of verbal revelation in both Old and New
Testaments. Both Testaments insist over and over again that such words
are a necessity of God's plan of salvation. As we have seen, the concepts of
lordship and salvation presuppose the existence of revealed words. And in
the New Testament, Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior. It would be surprising
indeed if Jehovah, the Lord of the Old Testament people of God, gave a
written record of his demand and promise, while Jesus, the Lord incarnate
of whom the New Testament speaks, left no such record. Jesus told his
disciples over and over again that obedience to his words was an absolute

necessity for kingdom service and a criterion for true discipleship.[64] We
need the words of Jesus! But where are they!? If there is no written record,
no New Testament “covenant document,” then has Jesus simply left us to
grope in the dark?

Praise God that He has not! Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit to lead

his disciples into all truth.[65] After the Holy Spirit was poured out on the
day of Pentecost, the disciples began to preach with great power and

conviction.[66] The pattern remains remarkably consistent throughout the
Book of Acts: the disciples are filled with the Spirit, and then they speak of

Jesus.[67] They do not speak in their own strength. Further, they
constantly insist that the source of their message is God, not

man.[68] Their words have absolute, not merely relative, authority.[69]
And this authority attaches not only to their spoken words, but also to their

written words.[ 70] Peter classes the letters of Paul together with the “other



Scriptures™![71] Paul’s letters are “Scripture”; and we recall that
“Scripture” is “God-breathed”![ 72]

We conclude, then, that the witness of Scripture to its own authority is
pervasive: (1) The whole biblical message of salvation presupposes and
necessitates the existence of revealed words — words of absolute demand
and sure promise; without such words, we have no Lord, no Savior, no
hope. (2) Throughout the history of redemption, God directs his people to
find these words in written form, in those books which we know as the Old
and New Testaments.*

I’d add that impugning the clarity of Scripture is often quite misleading. It
suggests that while Scripture speaks to an issue, what it says is unclear. But that’s
rarely the case: (a) To begin with, we need to distinguish between what was clear
to the original audience, and what is clear to us. (b) In addition, when a Catholic
says that Scripture is unclear, what he ordinarily means is not that Scripture speaks
to an issue, yet without sufficient clarity, but rather, that Scripture doesn’t, in fact,
speak to an issue—at least, that it doesn’t say enough to answer the question of the
Catholic. In other words, there’s a big difference between the claim that Scripture
has a lot to say on a particular topic, but it’s unclear what it means by what it
says—and claim that Scripture doesn’t have very much to say on a particular
topic, which is why the reader is unclear on what do think or do.

Okay. Fair enough. So let’s see you make your case.

The real problem is that Catholic priorities are out of sync with divine priorities.
Catholics are terribly concerned with questions which Scripture isn’t terribly
unconcerned with answering.

Isn’t this what logicians call begging the question? It would help your case if you
offered an argument, would it not? Statements of these kind are what my
Westminster classmates used to dismiss as “papist pontifications,” even though, in
this case, the pontifications happen to be Protestant.

One of the problems with this section is that I presented a continuous argument.
Blosser responded by chopping it up into disconnected snippets, then exclaiming:
“Where’s the argument!”

He needs to pay attention to the whole flow of the argument.

This doesn’t mean that Scripture is unclear or insufficient. To the contrary, a
Catholic is asking the wrong questions. If he’s interested in answers to questions
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which Scripture isn’t interested in answering, then the problem is not with the lack
of answers, but the superfluity of misguided questions. If you can’t find the
answers you’re looking for in Scripture, try posing questions which Scripture was
designed to answer. The right answers select for the right questions.

More of the same here, wouldn’t you agree? If not an argument, how about — at
the very least — an example? That might spice things up, at least. I don’t know
what you mean when you’re saying that Catholics are asking questions of the
Bible it was never intended to answer. I hope you’ll forgive me if I say it looks for
all the world like some sort of bait-and-switch tactic. Catholics follow Jerome in
seeing ignorance of Scripture as ignorance of Christ. We love Scripture, as you do.

It’s odd that he doesn’t know what I mean when I say that Catholics are asking
questions of Scripture which it was never intended to answer, and then say that the
onus is on me to give him an example or two.

I am simply arguing with him on his own grounds. He is the one who makes a case
for sacred tradition and the Magisterium by pointing out that Scripture doesn’t
preserve detailed liturgical instructions regarding the administration of the
sacraments. That it doesn’t spell out a chain-of-command, &c.

So he is the one who is posing a set of questions which he thinks need to be
answered, a set of question which Scripture doesn’t answer, and which, on that
account, justify the existence of the Magisterium.

Why is Blosser unable to follow his own argument?

And that’s a pretty good indicator of God’s will. Scripture answers the questions it
was meant to answer, which is another way of saying that Scripture answers the
questions we were meant to ask.

This sounds like it would fall under that classification which is the weakest of all
arguments: an argument from authority, suggesting that the questions Catholics
ask (by which I take you to mean the ways in which Catholics approach to
Scripture) do not accord with God’s will. Well, um . . . that’s all fine, but — at the
risk of sounding a bit tedious — how about an argument, please?

Other issues aside, the argument from authority is a fundamental feature of
religious authority. For our theology is, or ought to be, derived from revelation.
The question is how and where we identify the locus of authority.

Catholics are obsessed with questions they were never meant to ask, not in the
sense that there’s anything wrong with asking their questions, but if you think that
Scripture is unclear or insufficient because it doesn’t answer your pet questions,
then your spiritual priorities are seriously out of whack. You can come to Scripture



with any questions you like, but if you come away from Scripture dissatisfied,
then you’re the one with the problem.

Hold it right there. Stop. Let’s be clear about something here: the question being
raised here is not one of Catholicism’s creation but of Protestantism. The question
concerns the Protestant teaching of sola scriptura. If Catholics raise the question
as to how this question can be justified from Scripture, and you reply that
Scripture was never designed by God to answer this question — that the question
itself is illegitimate — aren’t you, in effect, shooting yourself in the foot? Aren’t
you admitting that sola scriptura is alien to the entire ethos of biblical discourse? I
would certainly agree that it is. It’s surprising that you would. But then, if that’s
not what you intended to suggest (since it would pretty much end this debate in
your conceding the argument), then what in the world were you trying to say?

Of course, I never said that Scripture was unclear on sola scriptura. In fact, as [
went to some pains to explain—which went right over Blosser’s head—I never
said that Scripture was unclear on anything.

What I pointed out, rather, is that the denial of perspicuity is confused. For it
equates the silence of scripture with a lack of clarity. But that’s a very misleading
equation.

To reiterate what I said before—since Blosser missed the point the first time
around—a writer could give a very detailed explanation which is, at the same
time, very unclear because he’s a poor communicator. It isn’t that he didn’t
attempt to answer the question. But he lacks the ability to clearly express himself.

That’s quite different than saying that someone is unclear because he makes no
attempt to answer the question. If he’s silent on the question, then you can’t
properly say that he’s either clear or unclear.

When a Catholic denies the perspicuity of Scripture, what he really means most of
the time is that Scripture leaves many things unstated. That it hasn’t spoken to
some of the issues that a Catholic thinks are important.

But this doesn’t mean that Scripture is unclear in what it says. To the contrary, it
means that we are unclear as to a particular course of action because Scripture has
little or nothing to say on that particular question. Why does Blosser find this
rather elementary distinction so difficult to grasp?

Not finding the answers you sought is just as instructive as finding what you
sought. If it isn’t there, you were never meant to find it there.

I would agree that nobody was ever meant to find sola scriptura in Scripture. But I
don’t think you intend to go there. The question is where are you intending to go?



It’s a winnowing process. One way of learning how to ask the right questions is to
find what questions are answered in Scripture. To sift the truly important questions
from all the unimportant questions. By process of elimination, you learn what
really matters to God. If it wasn’t all that important to God to answer your
question, it shouldn’t be all that important to you to know the answer. Knowing
what you don’t need to know is a basic element in the walk of faith.

I couldn’t have put the matter better myself. So why buy into all this sola scriptura
nonsense? Jesus never taught it. Peter or Paul never taught it. Paul taught his
readers to "Stand firm and hold fast to the traditions you were taught, whether by
an oral statement or by a letter from us" (2 Thess 2:15, emphasis added).

Blosser has a remarkable knack for failing to see what is starring him square in the
face. After explaining that if you can’t find the answers you’re looking for in
Scripture, then this should tell you that you’re asking the wrong question, Blosser
exclaims: I couldn’t have put the matter better myself. So why buy into all this
sola scriptura nonsense?

Shouldn’t a philosophy prof. be a little quicker on the uptake?

A Catholic is like a senior citizen who thinks the steak is too chewy because he
forgot to put his dentures in. No, the steak is just fine. The source of the problem
lies at the toothy end of the transaction.

Is that the reason for the Evangelical “de-catholicizing” translations of key biblical
passages having to do with the Lord’s Supper and tradition in the New
International Versions (NIV)? For example, there are thirteen instances of the term
paradosis (usually in its plural form, paradoseis) in the NT, of which ten are
critical of human traditions that have departed from God’s Word. In the other three
cases, Paul commends traditions to the churches to whom he writes (1 Cor 11:2; 2
Thes 2:15; 3:6). Significantly all ten of the negative references are translated by
the NIV as “traditions,” while all three of the positive references are deliberately
mistranslated as “teachings”—the translation for didaskalia or didaché, not
paradosis. Where’s the beef in the NIV?

This is irrelevant to my argument. Who is Blosser talking to? Is like street people
who swear at unseen adversaries and swat invisible flies.

But [Protestant] disagreements are not merely over unclear passages, but over the
clear ones—about the very meaning of precisely those things that Jesus
commanded us to do in His name: “Take, eat; this is my body ... do this in
remembrance of me.... Go ... baptize ... teach them to observe all that I have
commanded you.”



So what? We don’t have to understand or agree on the theological significance of
a dominical command to carry it out. We can baptize people and administer
communion without having any sacramental theology whatsoever. The ritual
performance is one thing, and the ritual significance is another. Throughout
Scripture, God tells people to do things even though they don’t fully grasp the
rationale. They don’t need to. It’s enough that God knows.

What you offer here is precisely just one more controvertable interpretation of the
significance of Christ’s “dominical command” in his Great Commission.
According to your view, the “ritual performance is one thing, and the ritual
significance is another”; so it really doesn’t matter whether you understand what
you’re doing as long as you do it.

No, I was actually responding to Blosser’s examples. A subordinate can carry out
an order without knowing the purpose or significance of the order.

Well, you’re entitled to your interpretation, I suppose; but you shouldn’t kid
yourself for a moment about all of Christendom agreeing with you.

Another irrelevancy since I never predicated my argument on the consensus of
Christendom. And Christendom is not united on the significance of the
sacraments, so there’s no consensus to invoke.

In fact, I doubt there are many Calvinists who would agree with your bald
assertion that it doesn’t matter whether you understand the significance of what
you’re doing.

Blosser is equivocating. “Matter” in what sense? To perform a command? Not
necessarily. For example, a child can do what sis father or mother tells him
without having to understand the significance of the prescription or proscription.

Moreover, the “dominical command” in question is not merely about practical
“ritual acts,” but about “teaching.” It pertains not merely to acts, but expressly to
beliefs, where it decidedly matters whether one understands the significance of
what he’s affirming or denying. Unless we’re speaking of infants or the mentally
retarded, a rational human being is accountable for what he believes. It’s not
“enough that God knows.”

True, and I never denied that distinction. The problem is not with what I affirm,
but with what Blosser denies. He acts as if you can’t follow an order unless your
commanding officer explains to you what it all means. The fact is that in the
military, soldiers are often given an order to execute while they are kept in the
dark regarding the ultimate purpose or strategic significance of their mission.

The fact is that Scripture is only a part of what has been handed down to us in



sacred tradition. By itself it was never intended to communicate the whole of
God’s instruction for the ongoing life of the Church and is ill-suited to that
purpose. It contains many things that were not at first understood, but took time to
become clear through decades and centuries of reflection and definition, often in
contradistinction to emergent heresies.[72]

While heresy is a catalyst to Biblical understanding, because it forces us to ask
questions of Scripture we might not have thought to pose before, we must still be
able to find those answers in Scripture itself.

Try reading Mark Shea’s book, By What Authority?: An Evangelical Discovers
Catholic Tradition, which shows, among other things, how commonly embraced
Evangelical beliefs (like the Trinity, monogamous marriage, and opposition to
abortion) cannot be conclusively grounded in Scripture alone apart from an
authoritative apostolic tradition of interpretation.

Several issues:

1) Notice, how often, after making a big deal about the absolute necessity of the
Magisterium, Blosser immediately refers the reader to a Catholic layman or priest.
To someone who is not a member of the Magisterium.

i1) In addition, I don’t need to read a Catholic to tell me the basis for evangelical
beliefs on abortion, marriage, the Trinity, &c. I can get that information directly
by reading an Evangelical ethicist or systematic theologian.

111) Sola Scriptura doesn’t mean that everything we believe has to be exclusively
and conclusively grounded in Scripture. There are degrees of certainty, as well as
various sources of information.

Our religious and ethical beliefs can be partly informed by reason and experience.
But Scripture will remain the supreme source and standard of what we believe.

[The Bible] contains many references which cannot be understood apart from the
larger context of sacred tradition.[73]

No, it contains many references which cannot be understood apart from the
historical context of the past or contemporaneous events—in relation to the
author—and not the future framework of church history.

I’'m sympathetic to the view you recommend here. Cardinal Newman compared it
to the view according to which “a stream is clearest near the spring.” However, as
he also noted, whatever use may be made of this image, it doesn’t apply to the
history of belief, which on the contrary “is more equable, and purer, and stronger,
when its bed has become deep, and broad, and full” (Essay on the Development of



Christian Doctrine, p. 40). For example, if we were to ask what the author of
Isaiah 7:14 had in mind when he wrote “Behold, a young woman shall conceive
and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel,” it’s difficult to say. I know
Jewish commentators for whom the farthest thing from their imagination would be
any reference to Mary and the birth of Jesus. But when we see Matthew quoting
this passage in Mt 1:23, he uses the Septuagint’s translation, which renders the
Hebrew term almah (which has a semantic range inclusive of both “young
woman” and “virgin”) explicitly as “virgin,” and, further, applies this text
explicitly to the birth of Jesus, we see that the meaning that was not altogether
clear in the original historical context is clarified by later development.

This is misleading. Clarified by what development? We’re dealing with a
prophecy. In the nature of the case, we will be clearer on the identity of the future
referent once the future becomes present. So what clarifies the referent for us is an
event—the fulfillment of the prophecy.

This is not the same thing as principle of doctrinal development. So Blosser is
equivocating—as usual.

There is nothing unclear in what Isaiah said. What would be unclear, to OT Jews,
is what he left unsaid: the historical process of fulfillment. The precise, concrete
circumstances by which this oracle would be realized.”

Many other examples could be given of this. While we may wish to argue that the
concept of the “Trinity” is somehow implicit in the writings of the NT, the fact
remains that the doctrine of the triune nature of God was not very fully developed
in the first couple of centuries after Christ. There were consequently various
Adoptionist and Ebionite Christologies that held sway in some circles until the
Arian controversy brought the matter to a head and the Church was compelled to
define its stand over against error, the yield of which was the Nicene Creed. Etc.,
etc.

1) This is hardly analogous to prophecy, which is, by definition, future-oriented.

i1) Does he or does he not think that the Trinity is implicit in the NT? If not, then
what did the Church Fathers develop?

If so, then we need no recourse to tradition to supplement Scripture. For we could
reproduce traditional interpretations every time we exegete Scripture, even if we
had no knowledge of tradition.

Not only is [the Bible] multifarious and complex; it does not often clearly specify

90
Cf.
http://www.thirdmill.org/newfiles/ric_pratt/TH.Pratt.Historical_Contingencies.pdf



what is didactic or historical, fact or vision, allegorical or literal, idiomatic or
grammatical, enunciated formally or occurring obiter, temporary or of lasting
obligation, as Newman notes.[74]

Notice how Blosser uses sacred tradition as a magic wand or exegetical shortcut or
stopgap. But certain things is Scripture are bound to be obscure to a modern reader
due precisely to the cultural difference in time and place between the modern
reader and the original reader.

I don’t see much with which to take issue here, although I have yet to locate the
“magic wand” to which you refer.

Keep in mind that the Vatican has never issued an official commentary which
systematically and clearly specifies what is didactic or historical, fact or vision,
allegorical or literal, idiomatic or grammatical, enunciated formally or occurring
obiter, temporary or of lasting obligation. So Blosser’s Catholic alternative is not a
genuine alternative—even on its own grounds.

Perhaps there’s a bit of a misunderstanding here. Catholicism distinguishes dogma
(bodies of defined doctrine which are irreformable, understood to be infallibly
revealed truth, such as the divinity of Christ, the triune nature of God, the
immortality of the soul, the existence of heaven and hell, salvation as a gift of
divine grace, etc.) from doctrine (teaching, which may be defined or undefined).
There are large areas of Catholic doctrine where the Church has not dogmatically
defined her doctrine and theologians are free to develop their ideas within the
boundaries of orthodoxy established by the Church’s dogmatic tradition. For
example, the Catholic Church has few defined eschatological dogmas beyond the
existence of the “four last things” (death, judgment, heaven, and hell). We should
also include as relevant doctrines, the immortality of the soul, the resurrection of
the dead, the last judgment, and purgatory; but there is very little in the way of
details (e.g., in the Book of Revelation) about the “Antichrist” or “the woman who
rides the beast,” or the final “great apostasy,” or the role of the state of Israel, or
Gog and Megog, etc. concerning which the Church has yet defined any doctrines
in any definitive way. Usually in Church history, dogmatic definitions are the
product of controversies where the Church is compelled to define the position of
orthodoxy over against the threat of a contemporary heresy. In his book, Will
Catholics Be Left Behind: A Critique of the Rapture and Today's Prophecy
Preachers, Carl Olson has gone some way toward addressing the challenge of
dispensational premillennialist speculations about the pre-tribulational “rapture” of
believers. But the Church has no dogmas on these matters yet. Hence theologians
are free (within limits) to speculate.

In my view this reluctance to dogmatically define doctrines is not a liability but a
credit to the judiciousness of the Church in the face of the relatively slow



historical development and progressive unfolding our limited human
understanding of divine Revelation. You seem to imply that it is a defect of
Catholic teaching that the “Vatican has never issued an official commentary which
systematically and clearly specifies what is didactic or historical, fact or vision,
allegorical or literal, idiomatic or grammatical, enunciated formally or occurring
obiter, temporary or of lasting obligation.” In my view such an official definitive
commentary would be a ridiculous pretension that would precipitously slam the
door on legitimate theological development. The Church in her wisdom leaves
plenty of room (within limits of established orthodoxy) for theologians to ponder,
puzzle, consider and contemplate the meaning of God’s Word. To my way of
thinking, that is a credit to her prudence, not a liability.

No, the problem with all this is that Blosser quotes something from Newman as an
argument for the Catholic rule of faith as over against the Protestant rule of faith,
but as soon as I apply the particulars of Newman’s statement to the Catholic rule
of faith, Blosser immediately backs a way and says that Catholicism doesn’t have
to “clearly specify what is didactic or historical, fact or vision, allegorical or
literal, idiomatic or grammatical, enunciated formally or occurring obiter,
temporary or of lasting obligation.”

So Blosser is being duplicitous in his appeal. He doesn’t apply the same standard
to Catholicism and evangelicalism alike. What is a defect in Evangelicalism is not
a defect in Catholicism, even if both are deficient in the exact same respect.

In this sense, [Scripture] is not ‘self-interpreting.” As Newman writes: ‘We are
told that God has spoken. Where? In a book? We have tried it and it disappoints; it
disappoints us, that most holy and blessed gift, not from fault of its own, but
because it is used for a purpose for which it was not given. The Ethiopian’s reply,
when St. Philip asked him if he understood what he was reading, is the voice of
nature: ‘How can I, unless some man shall guide me?” The Church undertakes that
office.’[75] The question has nothing to do with whether one is a Christian or Jew,
any more than it has to do with whether the text is from the OT or NT. What one
needs is a teacher (magister) who can instruct him in what God intends him to
understand; that is what the eunuch received in Philip, and that is what we have in
the magisterium of the Church.

Evangelical theology doesn’t deny the role of theologians and Bible scholars in the
life of the church. There is, however, a fundamental difference between a
commentator who exegetes the text according to a transparent argument or
publicly available evidence, and a prelate who dictates the interpretation by a
purely authoritarian fiat.

This misrepresents what Catholics understand by authoritative interpretation.
“Authority,” once more, means “author’s rights,” not raw power.



Blosser’s likes to bandy this definition of authority, but he never cites any Catholic
authority to authorize his definition of authority. Instead, he uses a catchy pun
from a lay apologist. But this is just a play on words: author=authority.

It is not an official definition.

Hence, it has no meaning within Catholic Tradition apart from the rights of the
Divine Author of Scripture and the Church to which He entrusted its care and
interpretation. Please recall my earlier discussion of how notion of “papal
infallibility” must never be interpreted as some sort of arbitrary carte blanche
allowing the pope to invent new doctrines, but as a restriction, binding the pope
and his successors to the Apostolic Deposit of Faith and to the Sacred Tradition by
which it is transmitted via apostolic succession to our own day.

As usual, Blosser can’t tell the difference between a claim and an argument. We
all understand the claim. The question is: what reason is there to credit the claim?

Take Humanae Vitae. The Catholic position on birth control is basically a natural
law argument. As such, a natural law argument ought to be open to rational
scrutiny.

But when, on rational grounds, Humanae Vitae was greeted with widespread and
sustained dissent, the Vatican reverted to the argument from authority. This was
the traditional teaching. The Pope had spoken. John-Paul II reaffirmed the
position of Paul VL.

So, at the end of the day, it came down to “Do what you’re told! Submit to your
elders and betters!”

Paul VI went through the motions of mounting an argument. But when the
argument failed, he and his successors played the authority card.”

Catholic interpretation of Scripture is open to investigation by anyone, and when
examined with an open mind, can be seen to be quite reasonable. I invite our
readers to read any of Scott Hahn’s books, among which I recommend:

Reasons to Believe: How to Understand, Explain, and Defend the Catholic Faith
The Lamb's Supper: The Mass as Heaven on Earth

Scripture Matters: Essays on Reading the Bible from the Heart of the Church

°! For more on the traditional position, cf. J. Noonan, Contraception: A History of
Its Treatment by Catholic Theologians and Canonists (Harvard 1986).



Letter and Spirit: From Written Text to Living Word in the Liturgy

Yes, well...if the Mass is heaven on earth, then heaven is seriously overrated.
Where can I go for a refund?

Furthermore, even while claiming that Scripture is their only standard, Protestants
typically presuppose Church tradition in ways of which they are often unaware.
Mark Shea, for instance, offers a detailed analysis of certain fundamental
commitments of evangelicals and argues compellingly that some of them—such as
their commitment to the sanctity of human life in the pro-life movement, their
rejection of polygamy, and their adherence to the doctrine the Trinity—are
actually based more on tradition than on explicit Scripture. In fact, in some cases,
such non-negotiable commitments are only weakly attested in the Bible, he notes,
yet treated as revealed doctrines in much the same manner as Catholics accept
sacred tradition as a channel of revelation.[76]

I deny that the Trinity is weakly attested in Scripture.

Then why was there a Christological controversy in the first several centuries
involving (a) denials of Christ’s humanity (leading to the Apostle’s Creed’s
affirmations that He was “conceived . . . born . . . suffered . . . died . . . was
buried”) and (b) denials of His divinity (leading to the Nicene Creed’s affirmations
that He is “God of God, light of light, true God of true God . . . begotten not made,
consubstantial to the Father”)? Why are there still Jehovah’s Witnesses, who
accept sola scriptura but not Christ’s divinity? The fact is that the NT contains
both subordinationist passages (in which Christ clearly subordinates Himself to the
Father, and these passages can mistakenly be read as distinguishing God from
Jesus) — and equality passages (in which Christ claims equality with the Father,
which could be mistakenly read as suggesting that Jesus was not really human).
You and I, with the benefit of over 2000 years of Church history and the
ecumenical councils behind us, can easily say that the NT attests to the fullness of
the triune Godhead; but the fact is that this understanding took some time to be
articulated by the Church. Concepts such as the ‘hypostatic union’ of the divine
and human natures in Christ are not spelled out in the Bible. Theologians had to do
that work reflecting on the Apostolic Deposit of Faith. A distinction had to be
developed to understand the subordinationist and equality passages and how they
could be reconciled: what was subordinated to the Father was not Christ’s nature
but His will; what was equal with the Father was not His will but His nature. This
1s not explicit in Scripture. It’s only implicit and had to be teased out over time.

There are several issues here:

1) Some people are rationalistic. They refuse to believe anything that isn’t entirely



transparent to reason.

1) Some people bring philosophical precommitments to Scripture. They can only
accept what they can filter through their philosophical screen. For example,
variations on Platonism, with primacy of the one over the many, as well as its
disdain for matter impede an acceptance of the Trinity or the Incarnation.

111) Some people begin with unity, and then try to work in complexity.

1v) People have preconceptions of how to model a one-over-many relation. A
flawed model will impede a proper formulation of the Trinity.

v) Some people failed to distinguish between numbers and numbered objects. For
them, if you say three of X is one of y, they take this to mean the number three is
the number one, and then reject that identification.

vi) Likewise, some people reduce all relations to absolute identity (sameness) or
absolute alterity (difference), instead of operating with a more nuanced
conception: x and y are the same with respect to z.

viil) Some people misconstrue the OT monotheistic passages as if these are
describing the unity or simplicity of God rather than the unicity or singularity of
God. They treat the oneness of God as a divine attribute rather than a relation
between the true God and false gods. Thus, they take the OT passages in a
unitarian sense whereas, rightly understood, these verses are neutral on the internal
structure of the Godhead.

viii) Cult-members derive their sense of identity by what differentiates them from
Christians generally. They take pride in being on the fringe.

1x) No, it’s not just the church councils. There are exegetical monographs on
Christology and the Trinity that analyze and synthesize the witness of Scripture.

x) We need to distinguish between doctrinal sophistication and saving faith. Most
lay Catholics could not articulate an orthodox formulation of the hypostatic union.

But assuming, for the sake of argument, that some of what Evangelicals believe is
actually more dependent on tradition than on Scripture, then we should make a
comparable adjustment in the degree of our commitment.

Nonsense. Are you saying that staunch Calvinists ought to compromise their 100%
commitment to the pro-life cause, just because abortion isn’t explicitly condemned
in Scripture? Abortion is explicitly condemned in Didache (ca. AD 50-160), one
of the earliest extra-biblical Christian documents. If you’re such a literalist that



you would be willing to accept abortion on the grounds that it’s not explicitly
condemned in Scripture, you would be severing yourself from the mainstream of
what Francis Schaeffer called “historic Christianity” which translates pretty
closely into what Catholics understand by Sacred Tradition.

Several issues:

1) It’s not as if a prolife argument from Scripture has never been made. It’s been
made repeatedly.92

i1) Once again, sola Scriptura does not mean that everything we believe derives
from Scripture. Scripture is our rule of faith and life, but it is not the only source
of knowledge.

So even if, for the sake of argument, we couldn’t make an airtight case against
abortion from Scripture alone, that would not overthrow the Protestant rule of
faith.

111) Apropos (ii), Blosser assumes that the only alternative to sola Scriptura is
living tradition.

But even if there’s a sense in which we need to supplement Scripture—without
having to deny the primacy of Scripture—this doesn’t mean that the supplement
must take the form of tradition or the Magisterium.

Reason and experience supplement Biblical knowledge. And a Protestant can
make use of tradition. But he will make critical use of tradition. It will not be an
argument from authority.

iv) Absolute certitude is not a precondition for belief or behavior. Even if we
couldn’t make an airtight case against abortion, that wouldn’t make abortion
acceptable. The question, rather, is which side has the best of the argument? Are
our prolife arguments better than the arguments for abortion? That’s the deciding
factor.

I may not be able to prove the existence of the external world, but this doesn’t
mean it’s reasonable, much less equally reasonable, to deny the existence of the
external world.

And this doesn’t mean that denial of an external world should be made a matter of
public policy—in the absence of apodictic proof to the contrary.

Other examples [of extra-biblical Church traditions pressupposed by Protestants],

°2 E.g. http://www.opc.org/GA/abortion.html




cited at random, would include the traditional commitment of Presbyterians to
infant baptism, Methodists to the episcopacy, Lutherans to baptismal regeneration
and the Real Presence in the Eucharist, and so forth.

This may well be true. Various denominations and theological traditions are
historical accidents that carry over and bundle together a package of beliefs which
are fairly conventional rather than tightly logical. And Roman Catholicism is no
exception. But that’s a reason to reexamine tradition rather than rubberstamp it.

“Reexamine” the tradition in light of what? The traditional Scriptures? How would
a Calvinist re-evaluate the tradition it inherited from Catholicism of infant
baptism? By reference to the Bible? Have you ever seen a Calvinist try to argue
with a highly biblically-literate Baptist about the (lack of) biblically deducible
grounds for infant baptism? My point would be that, despite the nominal appeal to
sola scriptura, the ground you would ultimately be making your case from would
consist of the Catholic traditions you’re saying need to be “reexamined.” How will
you escape that circulus in probando, that petitio principii?

1) This is a losing move on Blosser’s part. He continues to cast me in the role of a
doctrinaire Presbyterian. I’'m not.

The credo/paedobaptist debate is very much an open question in Evangelical
theology. And if a Presbyterian is outargued by a Baptist, then so much the worse
for infant baptism.

11) I also add, as I’ve said before, that some debates may be undecidable. Our
priorities aren’t always the same as God’s priorities. We may assume that
something is all-important while God is indifferent to the issue because there is no
one right answer.

It’s like the ceremonial law. For the most part, the ceremonial law did not coincide
or even intersect with the moral law. That was not its function. So it was rarely a
question of right or wrong in the sense of intrinsic good or evil. Cultic categories
of ritual purity and impurity were a divine convention. Ritual defilement was not
the same thing as sin. This is why Jesus is rather free with the ceremonial law.

And the sacraments also move in the realm of cultic conventions. They are divine
institutions, to be sure, but in the same sense as the Mosaic cultus. Who or how we
baptize or eucharistize is not a moral absolute.

But the high-church (e.g. Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism) tradition doesn’t draw
that distinction. This is why you have life-and-death battles over the right way
(there’s only one, you know!) to make the sign of the cross, or pronounce the
name of Jesus, and other taradiddles.



ii1) There are always people who obsess over the externals, because the externals
are something they can master and manipulate. Once they have God in a wafer,
they can pop their God-pill once a day to keep the devil away.

iv) Yet this gives them no real security, for it only pushes them into interminable
debates over what validates a sacrament—which, in turn, sends them on a never-
ending quest for the “true” church on earth. (Hint: the true church is a dark,
cramped, church in Ethiopia, hallowed out of solid rock, in the face of a cliff. You
have to climb a long winding staircase to get there. Bring a flashlight—and a
parachute)

Moreover, what do you mean by “Roman Catholicism is no exception”? That
Catholicism involves a package of beliefs and practices that are “fairly
conventional”? But who would dispute that? Catholicism is essentially traditional!
It doesn’t try to derive it’s traditions from Scripture, since Scripture itself is
understood to be the most important part of Sacred Tradition, and the Church is
the authoritative custodian of Sacred Tradition (what has been handed down by the
Church) in direct succession from the Apostles.

What I meant, as I explained at the time, is that Catholic tradition is a historical
accident. It’s a package deal, but a culture-bound package of various elements,
some of which are logically interrelated, but others that are there as a matter of
ethnic, socioeconomic, and political convention. The evolution of the papacy is as
good an example as any.

And there’s nothing inherently wrong with a historical accident unless you forget
that it’s just a historical accident, and treat it as a divine revelation.

I wrote [offering as another example of unhistoric Protestant understandings]: . . .
that liturgy is a medieval invention and nothing but empty ritual.

Often true in varying degrees.

As to the claim that Catholic liturgy was a medieval invention, this is easily
refuted by an examination of the facts.

This is another example of Blosser’s sloppy way of expressing himself. He
bundled two questions into one, as if I can’t answer one question without
answering both. Actually, I have no opinion about the antiquity of the Catholic
liturgy, and I couldn’t care less.

Remember, this was an issue which Blosser raised, not me. I didn’t introduce that
question, he did. He floated an objection I never raised, in order to dispose of an
objection I never raised.



The same is true with respect to the charge of empty ritualism, although my
answer was directed at that objection.

As to the claim of “empty ritual,” I am not insensitive or unsympathetic to your
view of the matter, which I myself used to share. There was a time before I was
twenty years old when I would have considered liturgical worship the most boring
thing imaginable. Let me assure you, this perception is due to an inadvertent
nominalist-empiricist perspective that animates Evangelical understandings of the
relationship of flesh and spirit. The spirit is really all that matters in Evangelical
worship — that one worships God “in spirit and in truth.”

1) This is a gross overgeneralization. To the extent that it’s true, it’s mainly true of
Puritan worship, which has hardly carried the day in our own time and place—not
even within Reformed circles.

11) Moreover, it’s oxymoronic to claim that an empiricist perspective would have
no place for the sensory dimension of worship.

Nothing is more sensuous than St. Peter’s in Rome, or a Russian Orthodox
basilica.

Blosser is so fond of his push-button labels, which he uses as a substitute for
genuine analysis, that he doesn’t even think through what he is saying.

What’s missing from this? Think of marriage. Imagine never embracing or kissing
your wife, and when she asks why, you tell her: “Dear, you know that I love you,
my heart is one with you, and that’s what really matters, after all.” Now it’s true
that a kiss or an embrace could be ‘faked’. This is the danger of hypocrisy that
exists anywhere (“empty ritual,” if you will). But that danger is hardly reason to
avoid embracing and kissing your spouse.

Why does Blosser feel the need to rebut an objection that his opponent never
leveled in the first place? Who does he think he’s talking to, anyway? Is he
hearing voices?

He reminds me of Jim Profit, the TV character who grew up in a cardboard
moving box with the television blaring at all hours of the night and day.

I wrote [offering as another example of unhistorical Protestant understandings]: “.
.. that the ‘extra’ books in the Catholic Bible were not part of the Scriptures used
by the NT writers.

Blosser is simply assuming the Catholic viewpoint rather than presenting an
argument for his assumption.



In this context, you’re right, I offer no argument. But I have plenty of arguments,
beginning with my page on The Bible and the "Apocrypha" (Deuterocanonical
books of the Bible).

Okay, let’s look at some of his “plentiful arguments.” Here are some arguments by
James Akin:

Some Protestant apologists are fond of pointing out that the Muratorian fragment,
an early canon list dating from the A.D. 170s, includes most of the New
Testament. But they fail to point out that the Muratorian fragment also omitted
certain works from its canon. It did not include Hebrews, 1 and 2 Peter, and 3
John. Furthermore, it included works that the Protestant apologists would not
regard as canonical: the Apocalypse of Peter and the Wisdom of Solomon. So
there was obvious disagreement on the extent of the canon.

Several problems:

1) It isn’t simply Protestant scholars who point to the Muratorian fragment.
Catholic scholars do so as well.”

11) The Muratorian fragment is just that—fragmentary. Also, it’s been poorly
copied and recopied. So some omissions may be due to mistranscription.

ii1) According to F. F. Bruce, “The document is best regarded as a list of New

Testament books recognized as authoritative in the Roman Church at that time.”**

If Blosser and Akin think that the addition or omission of certain books is a
problem for Protestant scholars, then it’s far more of a problem for Catholic
scholars. For if the Muratorian fragment represents a primitive historical witness
to the Roman Catholic canon, and it includes books later excluded by Catholicism,
while excluding books later included by Catholicism, then the later church of
Rome is at odds with the early church of Rome.

The Church is the living Bride of Christ, and she recognizes the voice of her
husband.

This is a fine, if rather sad, example of what passes for reasoned argument in
Catholic apologetics. Proof by personification.

Did the Bride of Christ also ask her husband to mow the lawn, fix the roof, paint

> R. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (Doubleday 1997),
4,267,436,576,600,640,642,665,700,722,759; L. R. Johnson, The Writings of the
New Testament (Fortess 1999), 600-601.

** F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (IVP 1988), 159.



the house, and take out the garbage? Does the Bride of Christ prepare breakfast,
lunch, and dinner for her husband? As well as doing his laundry? Who does the
dishes?

During the first century, the Jews disagreed as to what constituted the canon of
Scripture. In fact, there were a large number of different canons in use, including
the growing canon used by Christians. In order to combat the spreading Christian
cult, rabbis met at the city of Jamnia or Javneh in A.D. 90 to determine which
books were truly the Word of God.

This is out of touch with standard scholarship on the OT canon:

So far as the scriptures are concerned, the rabbis at Jamnia introduced no
innovations; they reviewed the tradition they had received and left it more
or less as it was. It is probably unwise to talk as if there was a Council or

Synod of Jamnia which laid down the limits of the Old Testament Canon.”

The theory that an open canon was closed at the Synod of Jamnia about AD
90 goes back to Heirich Graetz in 1871...Its complete refutation has been
the work of J. P. Lewis and S. Z. Leiman...The decision reached was not
regarded as authoritative, since contrary opinions continued to be expressed
throughout the second century.”®

But the apostles did not merely place the deuterocanonicals in the hands of their
converts as part of the Septuagint. They regularly referred to the deuterocanonicals
in their writings. For example, Hebrews 11 encourages us to emulate the heroes of
the Old Testament and in the Old Testament "Women received their dead by
resurrection. Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, that they might rise
again to a better life" (Heb. 11:35)... The story is found in 2 Maccabees 7.

I’ve discussed this issue elsewhere:
http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2006/09/hebrews-11-and-old-testament-canon.html

1) Akin’s problem is that he doesn’t know how to read the text in context. And
that’s because he’s not reading the text on its own terms, according to the author’s
rhetorical strategy and the flow of argument, but with a view to validating the
Catholic canon—a concern extraneous to the author of Hebrews.

The reason that our author alludes to intertestamental literature at this juncture is
because he charting a fairly linear chronology, and when he reaches the

% |bid. 34.
% R. T. Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church
(Eerdmans 1986), 276.



Intertestamental era, the only available literature would be Intertestamental
literature. It’s simply a case in which the narrative progression matches the date of
the period literature.

It isn’t an attempt to treat this extracanonical literature as Scripture, but to
document every basic stage of the historical sequence with some memorable
event. As one commentator explains:

The thought of the writer at this point moves entirely on the historical
plane. He brings before his audience a long series of exemplary witnesses
to an enduring faith and demonstrates that faith is essentially determined by
hope. The catalogue shows that throughout redemptive history attestation
from God has been based upon the evidence of a living faith that acts in
terms of God’s promise, even when the realization of the promise is not in
sight...the series of events and personages drawn from Scripture and
presented in chronological sequence in vv3-31 is developed in terms of the
characterization of faith in v1 and its corollary in v6. Cf. Grisser, Glaube,
45-57). These first paragraphs move selectively and quickly through Gen 1
to Josh 6. The writer then alters his format.”’

ii. At the same time, there is a striking parallel between the historical order and the
canonical order. So Heb 11 does afford partial, intertextual witness to the OT
canon.

Second, the marginal references in the Novum Testamentum Graece, edited by E.
Nestle, 22nd ed. (Stuttgart, 1948; the linked edition is the 27th edition, published
by the American Bible Society in 1993, which I have not examined), one finds
numerous references to texts from the Deuterocanonical books. By my own count,
I find 148, divided as follows — 38 in Matthew, 3 in Mark, 15 in Luke, 20 in John,
15 in Acts, 14 in Romans, 2 in I Corinthians, 3 in II Corinthians, 1 in Galatians, 3
in I Thessalonians, 2 in I Timothy, 1 in I Timothy, 7 in Hebrews, 6 in James, 3 in
I Peter, 2 in II Peter, 1 in Jude, and 12 in Revelation.

1) As far as the Catholic canon is concerned, this appeal either proves too much or
too little. For the literature alluded to goes well beyond the scope of the Catholic
canon, viz. Ascension of Isaiah, Assumption of Moses, 3-4 Maccabees, Psalms of
Solomon, Susanna.”

i1) A literary allusion is not a sufficient criterion of canonicity. It depends on how
the allusion functions in the argument of the speaker or writer.

’TW. Lane, Hebrews 9-13 (Word 1991), 315.
% B. Aland et al eds. The Greek New Testament (UBS 1994), 900-901.



ii1) Let’s also keep in mind that the attempt to identify the background material is
often an exegetical judgment call, so one would need to go beyond a bare list of
marginal references and consult the major commentaries on the respective books
of the Bible alluding to this literature.

Third, the NT was written in Greek (ca. AD 50-120), so it should come as no
surprise that the NT writers would have made use of the Septuagint (ca. 300-200
BC), the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures (containing the additional
Deuterocanonical books) when writing the NT. Thus it’s no surprise that when
Matthew quotes Isaiah 7:14 (as noted earlier), he specifies parthenos (“virgin,”
following the LXX, or Septuagint’s rendering) when translating the Hebrew term
almah, which could just as easily have been rendered “young woman” in Greek.

It’s obvious that Blosser has never attempted to acquaint himself with standard
Septuagintal scholarship, not to mention the role of the Vulgate in the codification
of the Catholic canon:

Books were included in the Roman Catholic Bible not on the basis of the
Hebrew canon, but according to the contents and sequence of the Latin
Vulgate.99

A fifth persistent factor that has clouded this discussion is the concept of an
“Alexandrian Jewish canon” of Scripture that was broader than the
Palestinian Jewish canon. This is based on a lack of clarity about the

meaning of the term “Septuag.},int”.100

The author of this quotation has assumed that the “Septuagint” in the sense
of that collection of texts known from Codices Alexandrinus, Sinaiticus,
and Vaticanus (or in the sense of the critical editions available today) was
the “Septuagint” of the Jewish community of the third century B.C.E. This
is, however, a grave misstep, because the work undertaken in the third
century B.C.E. in Alexandria involved only the Greek translation of the
Pentateuch (clearly the scope envisioned by Letter of Aristeas). Moreover,
the quotation involves its author in a paradox: it would be impossible for
the third-century-B.C.E. version of the Septuagint to contain the Apocrypha
books, since they were all written between 185 B.C.E. and 10 C.E. (with
the possible exception of Tobit, which may predate the second century
B.C.E.)! Also, telling in the argument against the Alexandrian Jewish canon
1s that Philo, the Jewish commentator in Alexandria par excellence, never

% K. Jobes & M. Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint (Baker 2005), 81.
% D. DeSilva, Introducing the Apocrypha (Baker 2004), 29.



quotes from the Apocrypha (Beckwith 1985: 384).'!

The “Septuagint” codices mentioned above cannot be used as evidence for
an Alexandrian Jewish canon that included the Apocrypha. These
manuscripts are fourth- and fifth-century Christian works, fail to agree on
the extent of the extra books, and seem to have been compiled more with
convenience of reference in mind than as the standards of canonical versus
noncanonical books (the fact that one even contained, at one point, Psalms
of Solomon strongly suggests this).'*

We can see that Hellenistic Judaism had a relatively well-defined canon of
“Holy Scripture” already in the second century BC, which thus preceded
the witnesses of the New Testament writings; in the definition of what was
to be regarded as “canonical” the foundation is being laid for the later
differentiation between “canonical” and “apocryphal.” I see evidence for
this position in the prologue of Jesus ben Sirach from the second half of the
second pre-Christian century.'®

It can therefore be assumed that a differentiation within, “Holy Scripture”
as a whole was already existing in Judaism. I believe that the primitive
Christian witnesses attest this differentiation as a “given”: the Palestinian
canon in the form preserved in the Massoretic tradition was seen as
authentic canon, the other writings transmitted in the Alexandrian canon—
both those translated from Hebrew or Aramaic and those originally written
in Greek—as “apocryphal.”'®

The content of the Alexandrian LXX canon, which does not meet the
canonical standard transmitted in Josephus (c. Ap I 36-42) according to
which the succession of prophets, determinative of canonicity, ended in the
time of Artaxerxes I or Ezra and Nehemiah—the description of the Seleucid
religious persecution in 1 and 2 Maccabees, Jesus ben Sirach’s mention of
the high priest Simon—would have been, from the outset, not only
appended to, but considered inferior in terms of authority to the Scriptures
of the Palestinian canon. The only question that remains open is whether
this distinction was a phenomenon common to Palestinian and Hellenistic
Judaism or a point of contention between the two communities.'®

T bid. 29.
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Beside quotations in writings belonging only to the Alexandrian canon, |
believe that the reference to prophetic word as Scripture in the Damascus
Scroll (to mention only one example) supplies the best evidence in the
realm of pre-Christian Judaism of the Hellenistic period that all the
writings of the “Palestinian canon” transmitted in the Massoretic tradition
already possessed the canonical significance of “Holy Scripture.”...The fact
that this document reflects the awareness of a particular trend within
Hellenistic Judaism is, with reference to the question of the canonicity of
the Palestinian canon, much more likely an argument for an early fixation
of acknowledged Scripture than an argument for isolated recognition.106

As a translation of already canonized writings, the LXX translation itself
has canonical significance both for Judaism and for the Christian church. It
derives this significance, however, only from the strength of the canonical
authority of its Hebrew original. It was for this reason that the Greek
translation was from the moment of its origin onward continuously
subjected to verification against the Hebrew text and to recensional
correction according to this criterion, as demonstrated by recently
discovered translations of Jewish origin from pre-Christian and early
Christian times. What we already knew, through Origen, concerning the
Christian church of the late second and third centuries, and through the
translations or new editions of Aquila, Theodotion and Symmachus in the
second century, in regard to Judaism of Christian time, has now been
demonstrated to be equally true for the Judaism of the pre-Christian and
pre-Aquilan period.107

Fourth, the earliest listing of all the 27 books contained in the canon of the NT is
the Easter Letter of St. Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, Egypt (AD 367). This is
typically recognized by Evangelicals, such as the Evangelical authors, Walter A.
Elwell and Robert W. Yarbrough, in their textbook, Encountering the New
Testament: A Historical and Theological Survey, 2nd edition, p. 27, where they
quote the twenty-seven books of the NT canon from Athanasius’ letter. What they
don’t tell you, however, is that, along with the 27 books of the NT, Athanasius
also listed the books of the OT and that this OT list includes all of the
Deuterocanonical books contained in the Septuagint. Remember, what Athanasius
1s doing in his Easter Letter is listing the books of Holy Scripture recognized as
canonical. The Catholic canon is commonly supposed by Evangelicals to have
been a creation of the Council of Trent (AD 1545-63). This is so far from the
empirical record as to be appalling. Trent merely confirmed Athanasius’ Easter
Letter, as did the patristic decrees of the Council of Rome (AD 382), Council of

196 |pid. 4.
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Carthage (AD 397), and St. Innocent (AD 405). (For further details see “The
earliest lists of the Old Testament canon.”)

1) And what Blosser fails to tell the reader is the discrepancy between the Catholic
OT canon and the Orthodox OT canon.

i1) In addition, Blosser acts as if this appeal is a double-bladed sword for the
Evangelical. But, if so, it equally double-edged for the Catholic.

Blosser keeps saying that an Evangelical has no right to invoke patristic testimony
for the canon unless he’s prepared to acknowledge the authority of the church
fathers.

Yes, that would only make sense assuming the consensus of the fathers. But as any
student of the NT canon can see, the church fathers did not speak with one voice
on the boundaries of the NT canon.'® There were differences between earlier and
later church fathers; between Greek and Latin church fathers; between one Greek
father and another; between one Latin father and another.

There are considerable areas of agreement, but if falls well short of unanimity.
Therefore, Blosser cannot, at one and the same time affirm the authority of
patristic testimony when the fathers don’t see eye to eye with one another.

I wrote [offering as another example of unhistorical Protestant understandings]: * .
.. [the assumption] that Catholic devotions such as the Rosary and Stations of the
Cross have no basis Scripture.”

Notice the weasel word: a “basis” in Scripture. If I commit suicide, that has a
“basis” in Scripture. After all, Judas killed himself.

Please, my friend. There’s nothing normative or praiseworthy about committing a
mortal sin such as suicide.

Now he’s backing away from his original argument. He originally attempted to
justify Catholic devotions by claim that that these have a “basis” in Scripture.

But this is extremely vague. So I used a simple counterexample. He still doesn’t
seem to grasp the problem with his appeal.

On the other hand, one has only to look at the lives of those who practice such
devotions to see their salutary effects in humility and sanctity.

This is a circular argument. The sort of piety which Catholic devotional exercises

1% E g. B. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament (Oxford 1987).



cultivate is Catholic piety. That, of itself, is hardly an argument for the piety thus
cultivated. The sort of piety which Aztec religion selects for is Aztec piety. Is that
an argument for Aztec piety?

Furthermore, the meditations of the Rosary are virtually all taken directly from
Scripture (Joyful Mysteries — Annunciation, Visitation of Mary to her cousin
Elizabeth, Nativity, Presentation of Jesus in the temple, where He was recognized
as Messiah by Simeon and Anna; Sorrowful Mysteries -- Agony in the Garden,
Scourging at the Pillar, Crowning with Thorns, Carrying of the cross, Crucifixion,
and so forth — on to the Glorious Mysteries -- Resurrection, Ascension, etc.). The
Hail Mary itself, is a prayer compounded of parts of Luke 1:28 and Luke 1:48.
The Stations of the Cross, in turn, offer meditations on the events of the via
dolorosa (“way of the cross”) described primarily by the relevant Evangelists in
their Gospels. “Weasel word”?

There are several issues here:

1) Blosser continues his odd habit of responding to objections I never raised. I
didn’t introduce the Rosary or the Stations of the Cross as an objection to
Catholicism. So who is Blosser talking to? An invisible six-foot rabbit by the
name of Harvey, perchance?

Or is he’s doing his Jim Profit impersonation? Blosser in his cardboard box,
talking back to the TV screen.

One of Blosser’s problems is intellectual sloth. He has a set of stock answers to
stock objections. So, instead of responding to what his opponent actually says,
which might require a bit of original research or thinking on his part, he reaches
for his flash cards and substitutes a different objection to which he has a prepared
answer.

i1) For the record, I have no objection to something like the Stations of the Cross,
although, as presently constituted, they do contain some legendary elements.

111) But the Rosary is quite different. Mind you, I never mentioned the Rosary. But
since he choose to broach the subject, the Rosary is objectionable on several
grounds:

To begin with, in what does the Rosary consist? The Marian devotions include the
Ave Maria:

Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee; Blessed art thou among
women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of
God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of death. Amen.



And the Rosary is customarily concluded by the Salve Regina:

Hail, holy Queen, mother of mercy, our life, our sweetness, and our hope.
To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve. To thee do we send up
our sighs mourning and weeping in this valley of tears. Turn then, most
gracious advocate, thine eyes of mercy toward us, and after this our exile
show us the blessed fruit of thy womb, Jesus. O clement, O loving, O sweet
Virgin Mary.

Blosser says The Hail Mary itself, is a prayer compounded of parts of Luke 1:28
and Luke 1:48.

This is true, but deceptive. The Ave Maria does, indeed, draw on some elements
from the Annunciation. But it distorts the borrowed elements.

a) Gabriel’s salutation is not a prayer. The Angel Gabriel isn’t offering a prayer to
Mary. Likewise, the Magnificat is not a prayer to Mary.

To the contrary, the Magnificat is Mary’s prayer to God. Catholicism has taken
Mary’s prayer to God, and turned it into a prayer to Mary. That’s a profoundly
subversive and idolatrous misuse of Scripture.

b) It is also a prayer to the dead. As such, it is a form of necromancy, which is
forbidden in Scripture.

c¢) The appeal to Lk 1:28 is based on a fundamental misrendering of 1:28. In the
original Greek, Mary is not full of grace. She is not the source of grace. Rather,
she is the object of divine favor. This is admitted by honest Catholic exegesis:

Here it rather designates Mary as the recipient of divine favor; it means

“favored by God,” another instance of the so-called theological passive.109

By contrast, the Ave Maria is based on the Vulgate, which misconstrues the Greek
participle. And that, in turn, laid a false foundation for later Marian theology.

Now, this mistranslation may have begun as an innocent mistake. But that’s the
problem with sacred tradition. It builds on precedent. And even if the precedent is
later shown to be erroneous, the precedent and subsequent elaborations thereof
attain dogmatic status. Catholicism is officially committed to certain primitive
errors:

This word [kecharitomene] is the perfect passive participle of charitoun, a
denominative verb related to charis (“favor, grace”) which means “to

19 J. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke I-IX (Doubleday 1981), 345.



bestow favor on, highly favor, bless”—see Eph 1:6). It concerns Mary as
one who has been “graciously favored (by God)” and is explained by Luke
in v30: “You have found favor with God”...the Latin Vulgate rendition
“(Ave) gratia plena,” which appears in the famous “Hail Mary prayer. This
translation, “full of grace,” which is not literal and is gradually being
replaced among Roman Catholic translators...later mariology took the
plenitude literally in terms of Mary’s personal possession of graces and
privileges...Objection has also been raised when the “grace” has been
interpreted to mean not only a grace or divine favor bestowed on Mary, but
also grace which she has to bestow on others. Debates on these points are
not within the scope of our study, although we agree that such
interpretations clearly go beyond the meaning of Luke’s text.''’

d) Both the Ave Maria and Salve Regina are prayers to Mary for salvation. There
1s no Scriptural authorization for this. Just the opposite.

e) There is also the implication, which is amplified in Marian theology, that we
should pray to Mary according to her meritorious intercession.

I wrote [offering as another example of unhistorical Protestant understandings]: * .
.. that doctrinal ‘development’ in Catholicism means doctrinal “creation.”

Maybe because it does.
Give me an example and an argument, my friend.
The imposing edifice of Mariolatry is as fine an example as any.'"'

I wrote [offering as another example of unhistorical Protestant understandings]: * .
.. that certain Catholic doctrines—such as purgatory, baptismal regeneration,
prayers for the dead, the sinlessness of Mary, and the transformation of bread and
wine into Christ’s body and blood—are medieval inventions.”

Whether or not they’re Medieval inventions, they’re ecclesiastical inventions.

This isn’t the place to delve into a detailed apologetic concerning each of these,
seeing the ease with which you dismiss each Catholic claim in a matter of one or
two sentences, while it would take some time and space to elaborate each of these.
(Why should I do all the work?) But I would have hoped for an argument from
you, at least. These are all ancient doctrines -- some of them (Purgatory, for
instance) better attested in early Christian writings (in Tertullian, Perpetua, Cyril,

1R, Brown et al. eds. Mary in the New Testament, 127-28.
"1 Cf. J. Armstrong, ed. Roman Catholicism (Moody 1998), chapter 5; G. C.
Berkouwer, The Conflict with Rome (Baker 1958), chapter 6.



Hilary, Jerome, Gregory Nyssen, etc.) than doctrines widely accepted also among
Protestants, such as the doctrine of Original Sin (see Newman, Essay on the
Development of Christian Doctrine, p. 21). Prayers for the dead can be found
among the Jews of the intertestamental period (Il Maccabees 12:43-45), and II
timothy 1:16-18 attests obliquely to the practice, even though it must be admitted
that Paul does not explicitly state in the text that Onesiphorus was dead at the time
of his writing. Augustine clearly argues for the sinlessness of Mary, and so forth.

1) Whether or not original sin is well attested in early Christian tradition, it is well
attested in Scripture.

i1) I don’t care whether Augustine believed in Mary’s sinlessness. Augustine is in
no position to know that.

ii1) Appealing to an apocryphal book (2 Macabees) which, as far as we can tell,
was never in the Jewish canon, is an act of desperation.

1v) Even on its own grounds, George B. Caird (an official observer at Vatican II)
made some astute observations:

Judas Maccabaeus considered it a holy and pious thing to pray for the dead.
Even if I were prepared to adopt these very words of Judas, it is plain that I
should not be meaning by them what he meant, or what the author of 2
Maccabees meant. For this is not all that Judas is said to have done for that
group of Jewish renegades for whom he was praying. He also collected a
large sum of money to provide a sin offering, in the persuasion that the
offering and the prayers together would atone for the idolatry which he
believed had brought them to their untimely death. His reliance on the
merits and atoning efficacy of human acts of piety was precisely that form
of Judaism which Paul was later to repudiate as incompatible with the
gospel of God’s all-sufficient grace. It seems therefore a pity to appeal to
the example of Judas at a time when merit and the bookkeeping type of
religion associated with it are rapidly dropping out of the religious
vocabulary and practice of Rome.

v) Idolatry would be a mortal sin, not a venial sin. Those who die in a state of
mortal sin are damned. They don’t pass on to Purgatory. So I don’t see that
Blosser’s appeal is consistent with his own theological commitments.

vi) There is also a difference between prayers for the dead and prayers fo the dead.

12 G. Caird, Our Dialogue with Rome (Oxford 1967), 40.



vii) It is far from clear that Onesiphorus was dead.'"”
viii) Even if he was dead, this is hardly a prooftext for Purgatory:

If Onesiphorus had died, we should not read into Paul’s wish a prayer for
his friend’s postmortem salvation, as if his spiritual condition at death were
uncertain and sufficient prayer might sway the Lord toward mercy; the text
1s hardly an allusion to anything like the advice given in 2 Macc 12:43-45.
Paul seems to be quite clear on the man’s standing in the faith. However,
two factors should be kept in mind as we consider the import of Paul’s wish
for his friend. On the one hand, the judgment on “that day” is one in which
believers will face the Lord’s assessment (1 Co 3:13). If this is in mind,
invoking the Lord’s mercy is not at all out of place, for the one thing Paul
warns severely against is presumption. On the other hand, certain aspects of

Onesiporus’s faith and life recall the Jesus tradition preserved in Mt 25:34-
40.'*

On the basis of this teaching, and, indeed, the whole drift of Paul’s thought
in this passage, Onesiporus’s acceptance by the Lord is already a settled
matter. From this sort of perspective, whether he is alive or dead, what Paul
wishes for is that the blessing promised to God’s faithful servants be
fulfilled in the case of his friend. This same concern for the status of
believes at the Eschaton can also be seen in passages such as 4:16, where
he “wishes” that the wrongs of those who deserted him will not be counted
against them, presumably by the Lord. Equally, 1 Thes 3:11-13 is a typical
Pauline wish that his readers might be found blameless at the time of
Christ’s parousia—the sentiment is not different in substance from Paul’s
wish for Onesiphorus. What is accented in this wish/prayer by couching it
in terms of “mercy” is the divine initiative and compassion involved in
salvation.'"

1x) We also need to draw some further distinctions. Prayers for the dead can rest
on very different assumptions.

a) For example, one kind of supplicant may pray for the departed on the
assumption that he can pray his loved one out of hell. On this view, one’s eternal
fate is not sealed at death. And prayer can change one’s postmortem status. It can
effect a shift in one’s postmortem status—either in the sense that one’s immediate
postmortem status is indeterminate (neither saved nor damned), or else the
departed may be transferred from hell to heaven.

'3 Cf. W. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles (T. Nelson 2000), 495.
4P Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus (Eerdmans 2006), 485.
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Now is not the time and place to debate postmortem salvation or its theological
underpinning.},s.116 Traditionally, this is repudiated by Catholic and Evangelical
theology alike. In debating a conservative Catholic like Blosser, I don’t,
presumably, need to disprove a theory to which neither of us subscribes.

From a Reformed perspective, a person’s eternal fate is sealed, not at the time of
death, but from all eternity.

b) A supplicant may also pray on the assumption that human merit has a role in
leveraging the eternal outcome. This would also be false from a Reformed
perspective.

c) However, a supplicant may pray for the departed simply because he doesn’t
know if his loved one died in a state of grace. He is praying that his loved one died
in a state of grace. He is praying for his loved one’s condition at the time of death,
and not for a change in his postmortem condition.

d) Apropos (b), we also need to distinguish between different timeframes. There’s
the timeframe of the prayer, and the timeframe of the event which is the object of
our prayer. The efficacy of prayer is not necessarily contingent on the timing of
prayer in relation to the timing of the event.

We ordinarily pray for future outcomes rather than past outcomes since the past is
irreversible.

However, God is not bound by our timeframe. I can pray for a past event in case |
don’t know the outcome. And God’s knowledge of my prayer (indeed, his
foreordination of my prayer) is independent of when I pray. The fact that the event
lies in my past doesn’t mean it lies in his past, for he has no past or future.

Thus, God can answer a prayer even if the prayer is after the fact. And the prayer
can, in that sense, affect the outcome. As one philosopher explains:

We have to make a distinction between changing the past so it becomes

different from what it was and influencing the past so it becomes what it
117

was.

Metaphysically speaking, the past is over and done with. But from the epistemic
situation of the supplicant, the outcome may be unknown. And since his prayer is
indexed, not to the historical event itself, but to the God of history, there are
situations in which an ex post facto prayer could, in principle, affect the

1% For some useful reading, cf. R. Nash, Is Jesus the Only Savior? (Zondervan
1994); R. Phillips, ed. Only One Way? (CB 2007).
"7 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/causation-backwards/




outcome—not by directly altering the past, but by preventing what would
otherwise have happened (an alternative past) had he not prayed for a certain
outcome.

The efficacy of prayer lies, not in power the supplicant, but in the power of God. It
indirectly affects the past inasmuch as God, in answer to prayer, effects a past
result which is different than if the prayer had never been offered or answered.

God does not do this at the time the prayer is offered. Indeed, God does not do this
at any time, since God is timeless. Both the prayer and its answer were
foreordained. But the effect is temporal.

e) And there’s nothing meritorious about our prayers. Rather, they derive whatever
efficacy they enjoy from the singular merit of Christ.

One argument I would want to make is that if these were all “ecclesiastical
inventions,” as you claim, where is the outcry against these innovations in Church
history when they emerged? This is a weak argument, to be sure, since it is an
argument from silence; but it is surely a silence that speaks volumes. Let me offer
an example, the first mention of the perpetual virginity of Mary we have on record
in Church history -- any documented history at all that we know of -- is the writing
of the outraged Jerome against Helvedius, who is the first person we know of in
Church history to have questioned it. But this would speak in favor of the Catholic
doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary, not against it. But where are the
similar cries of outrage against these sorts of Catholic doctrines -- purgatory,
baptismal regeneration, prayers for the dead, the sinlessness of Mary, and the
transformation of bread and wine into Christ’s body and blood, etc. — that we
should expect to find if your Protestant claim that these were “ecclesiastical
inventions” were true?

1) Let’s keep in mind that however we answer this question, the answer is
irrelevant to whether purgatory, baptismal regeneration, prayers for the dead, the
sinlessness of Mary, and the transformation of bread and wine into Christ’s body
and blood, etc. can be justified from Scripture.

11) There would only be outcry against ecclesiastic inventions if these were viewed
as ecclesiastical inventions. Many Christians have an insatiable appetite for pious
fiction.

In addition, high churchmen believe in ecclesiastical authority.

People can believe in falsehoods without believing them to be falsehoods. This
happens all the time.

The prudential discipline imposed (in the case of celibacy) for the sake of



fostering single-minded devotion to God and service in the ministry.[83]
Not to mention the single-minded seduction of underage boys.

My friend, it is true that we Catholics are still chaffing from a clerical sex scandal
of unimaginable proportions. But I don’t see how it can be either charitable nor
edifying to offer a ‘dig’ such as this.

I reserve my charity for the victims.
The sin of these priests deeply grieves us.

It doesn’t grieve you enough to separate yourself from the corrupt institution
responsible for this scandal.

Sin is neither an invention nor a monopoly of Catholics. There’s plenty to go
around. I know plenty of sex scandals in our own vicinity involving Protestant and
Evangelical clergymen, though their ability to garner the cooperation of law
enforcement and media officials in keeping the lid on these affairs is impressive. |
know good and holy Evangelicals, as I can assure you that I know many good and
holy Catholic priests; and there is nothing about sin — including the sin of
pedophilia — that makes it an ineluctable habit of Catholics or unique to
Catholicism.

This is a complete jumble:
1) The question at issue is not about Catholics in general, but about the clergy.
1) No doubt many priests are honorable men.

111) The argument from moral equivalence will do him no good when he must
argue for the superiority of Catholicism over Evangelicalism.

1v) He is also sidestepping the issue of a pattern of abuse.

The notion that celibacy fosters pedophilia or any kind of sexual self-indulgence is
a popular argument in the anti-Catholic media and of Catholic dissidents opposed
to celibacy, but it is a misconception based on broad ignorance of the
psychological facts.

This is ambiguous. The claim is not that celibacy turns heterosexuals into
homosexuals. Rather, one aspect of the claim is that it inadvertently recruits for
homosexuals.

Also, straight men sometimes turn to sodomy when that is the only readily
available sexual outlet, viz. prisons.



First of all, sexual concupiscence and lust are the result of lifestyles that indulge
sexual activity, whether autoerotic or interpersonal. Those who practice a
disciplined life of celibacy, avoiding pornography, and other near occasions of sin,
generally find that sexual temptations eventually begin to diminish, if not virtually
disappear. A sexually active, married man is more apt to be tempted by sexual
thoughts than a sexually inactive celibate.

Does he have any hard evidence for this claim?

Second, notwithstanding a media conspiracy to the contrary, what has pervasively
been presented to the public as a pedophilia scandal is actually a scandal of
homosexuality stemming from an all-too-permissive policy of several decades
toward admitting men with homosexual dispositions into the priesthood, on the
assumption that they could remain faithful to their vows of chastity. The study
commissioned by the Catholic-sponsored National Review Board and provided by
the John Jay College of Criminal Justice of the City University of New York (the
John Jay Report) reported that 81% — that’s eighty-one percent! — of the reported
victims were boys or young men molested by clergy! Michael Rose’s book,
Goodbye, Good Men: How Liberals Brought Corruption Into the Catholic Church,
(2002) provides a detailed exposé of this scandal. The problem clearly stemmed
from those in charge failing to mind the store — a major negligence of discipline.
Many men with actively homosexual histories slipped into the priesthood.
However virtuous their intentions may have been (it’s hard to judge), an actively
homosexual history presents a host of habituations that are extremely difficult to
alter: the tendency to repeat homosexual activity, once habituated, is notorious.

As usual, he isn’t paying attention to what I actually wrote. I specifically cited
Rose’s book. I'm well aware of the fact that the clerical sex scandal is a
homosexual scandal. Blosser is shadowboxing with some adversary other than me.

Once more, is there some compelling reason why a philosopher prof. is so
deficient at following his opponent’s argument?

On the other hand, has having married clergy spared Protestant denominations
from sexual problems — ranging from clerical infidelity and divorce to
homosexuality? Hardly. The latest Garrison Keillor joke about why Anglicans
can’t play chess is that they can’t tell the difference between a bishop and a queen.

This is a smoke screen:

1) There a major moral difference between sexual sins wherein a natural virtue is
turned into a natural vice by misusing or abusing a natural good, and sexual sins
which are intrinsically vicious, unnatural evils to begin with.



i1) There’s also a difference between liberal and conservative Protestant
denominations.

Furthermore, despite the existence of married apostles, it is not without biblical
warrant (1 Cor 7:32, 35; Mt 19:11-12).

Observe the bait-and-switch. The question at issue is not whether marriage is
mandatory, but whether celibacy is mandatory.

“Bait-and-switch”? You make me sound like a used car salesman! Come to dinner
sometime, and I’ll endeavor to show you the meaning of courtesy, my friend.

Did I mention anything about marriage being “mandatory”? Even celibacy is not
mandatory, in Catholic teaching; not even for all Catholic priests. It depends on
the Rite to which you belong. Eastern Rite Catholic priests are married in some
cases. Western Rite priests are permitted to have wives in certain cases, as in the
case of Fr. Ray Ryland, whose article “A Married Priest Looks at Celibacy” I cited
above, who was permitted to become a Catholic priest under an Indult for former
Anglican clergy who convert with their wives. So you can see it’s a matter of
discipline, and not of doctrine.

You are discussing departures from the Catholic ideal. These highly selective
accommodations are irrelevant to the main issue.

But even where the Catholic Church mandates celibacy for priests of its Western
Rite, it’s silly to see it as something oppressive. Nobody is required to become a
Catholic priest of this Rite. It’s a free choice. If celibacy is a requirement for
becoming such a priest, one should consider the choice much in the way he should
consider Jesus’ invitation to become a “Eunuch for the sake of the Kingdom” —
1.e., “He who is able to receive this, let him receive it" (Mt 19:10-12).

I never said it was “oppressive.” You’re trying to change the subject. No, the
problem is that it’s a magnet for sexual misconduct.

And it’s always been a problem. If it wasn’t sodomy, then it was concubinage.

Furthermore, celibacy has remarkable advantages for evangelism and mission
work. The earliest missionaries to Japan, where 1 grew up, were Francis Xavier
and his Jesuits, and later the Franciscans. Members of religious orders generally
take three vows — (1) poverty, (2) chastity, and (3) obedience (others, confined to a
monastery or convent, may also take vows of stability and silence). What are the
three things most inhabitants of a country fear from foreigners? They fear theft,
molestation of their women, and tyranny.

These thee vows automatically remove these threats. They Jesuits and Franciscans



came in poverty, with no interest in acquiring wealth. They came vowed to
celibacy, with no interested in sex or prostitution. They came vowed to obedience
to their superiors and their God, with no interest in seeking political power over
their converts. Furthermore, celibacy allows priests and monks to go where any
family man would dread to go, such as St. Damien (1840-1889) [pictured right],
who embraced the apostolate of working in the leper colony of the Hawaiian
i1slands before there was a cure for leprosy.

My he’s naive! Does Blosser seriously believe a vow of chastity “automatically
removes the threat” of prostitution or molestation? A vow of chastity will not
prevent a man from breaking his vow.

Such misunderstandings can also stem from a failure to understand the nature of
doctrinal development. John Henry Newman offered the classic study of this idea
in his Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (1845).

Typically, Blosser assumes that if you disagree with Newman, this means that you
just don’t understand him.”

Can you show me an instance of where I assume this, and I will try to correct it.
See below.

I’d add that Newman’s classic essay received classic rebuttals from reviewers like
J. B. Mozley and William Cunningham.

Fair enough. Can you point out specific rebuttals?

Keep in mind that it’s difficult to excerpt 19C authors, for they have an expansive,
leisurely, run-on style of writing, but here are some samples:

Having noticed the substantial argument, we shall not follow the detail and
division through which Mr. Newman subsequently takes it. The Christian
“Tests of true development” which he gives, only profess to be, and only
are, an expansion of the one and leading argument. They all successively go
on the supposition that there is no kind of corruption but that of the
departure from, and destruction of an idea.'"®

But this proof [of chronic continuance] rests entirely on the one prevailing
assumption, viz., that there is no other kind of corruption or deterioration
but that of failure. The idea of exaggeration does not enter. We see no
reason for our part why failure may not be a long as well a short process.

18 J. Mozley, The Theory of Development: A Criticism of Dr. Newman’s Essay on
the Development of Christian Doctrine (New York 1879), 39.



But to say that doctrinal exaggerations may not get strong hold of large

portions of the world, and gain a chronic continuance, would certainly be,

in our opinion, as purely arbitrary an assumption as any reasoner could
119

make.

We have then, on the one hand, a great presumptive ground asserting that if
a revelation is given it must go on; that human nature wants a present
infallible guide; that “Christianity must, humanly speaking, have an
infallible expounder.” Upon this original notion of what is necessary arises
immediately the assertion of what is, and with that assertion a whole
corresponding view of the existing matter-of-fact Church, and its
established body of ideas, however and wherever derived.'*

A whole, to use the word, perfectionist view of the historical progress of
thought and growth of truth in the Church earthly, and the Christian world
1s ultimately imposed by an original basis of presumption like the present.
The hypothesis of a standing revelation cannot afford to make any large
established ideas in the earthly Church erroneous, it would interfere with
such a standing revelation to do so; a pledge for the absolute correctness of
all that growth of opinion which the infallible guide sanctions is contained
in the notion of that infallible guide. Thus inevitably arises the great general
view that whatever is is right. The fact of certain ideas getting established
becomes itself the proof of their truth.'*!

We can see this view immediately in the tone of the arguer. The arguer
reposes in fact; he carries the sensation about with him of largeness, extent,
numbers; a doctrine that spreads over a large surface, that is held de facto
by a large mass, is its own evidence....It is almost a condescension for him
to argue at all; he has the fact, that is his argument.'**

That his use of the fact is an assumption is lost sight of in the largeness of
the fact itself; the authority of the fact becomes itself a fact. And is ever
seen in the background as the supreme authority, beyond which no appeal
lies. The arguer is thus less occupied in proving than in simply unfolding
his assumption. He explains how it was that such opinions arose, the need
that was felt for them, their convenience in filling up certain chasms in the
original revelation.'”

9 bid. 40.
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Here, then is what may be called a perfectionist view of the progress of
truth in the Christian world. The ideas which establish themselves time
after time in the Church are ipso facto true. What exists is right; each
successive stage of thought improves on the following one.'**

It is asked, for example, how we can suppose that God would allow great
saints and holy men to have joined in and promoted this cultus [of the
Virgin] if it was wrong? But surely it is not necessary to suppose that, a
general tendency to error being granted in the Christian body, good men
should not, in particular cases, go along with it, even actively...subtle evil
1s an awful mysterious fact, which must be expected to have its
results...You may ask how God will allow this; but if he allows the element
of evil to exist in these good members at all, it is no great additional wonder
if he allows that element to do something, and make a real difference in
what comes from them, and affect the actual external issues from their
minds. Why should not they be subject to their own class of partialities and
obliquities, be liable to take up ideas, and then be over fond of them...Let
no persons think we are doing injustice here to the minds of really holy
men; the degree to which serious evil can coexist with very high

dispositions in the soul is one of the mysteries of our present state.'>

It is evident that in multitudes of cases of theological opinion in the Church
public, not to mention the innumerable daily cases in the private life of all
Christians in the world, who have been, are, or will be, there is, as a matter
of fact, no continuous revelation which decides for us. And wherever it
stops, all the objections which apply to the original revelation’s
continuance, apply in principle to its cessation too.'*°

With respect, then, to the direct proof of the existence of an absolute
monarchical authority somewhere in the Church, drawn from the fact of the
Church being intended to be one external society—of the proof of the
existence of a local centre of unity, drawn from the idea itself of unity—we
do not see the force of it. The idea of unity does not imply a particular local
centre of unity...Indeed Christians did keep together for many centuries in
fact, without any local head.'”’

In a word, the ground of the Roman church hitherto has been, that all the
Roman doctrines were actually revealed to the Apostles, and really in the
Church from the first, though some were not taught publicly. This

24 1bid. 119.
123 |bid. 122-23.
126 |bid. 127.
27 1bid. 129.



hypothesis Mr. Newman denies. He says of the “hypothesis put forward by
divines of the Church of Rome, called the Disciplina Arcani, ...” This is no
key to the whole difficulty,” that is to say, it is not a true hypothesis; and he
puts forward the hypothesis of development expressly to supply its place.
So then here are two directly conflicting hypotheses put forward in the
Roman Church’s the account of her faith.'**

Now, on this state of the case, one reflection, which necessarily arises, is
that with regard to general antecedent claim upon attention and respect,
both hypotheses are considerably weakened by this opposition. So long as
one account of her creed is put forward by a whole church, that account
comes with a certain imposing introduction to us; but if another account is
put forward which directly conflicts with the old one, it is natural for a
person to say, “You come to persuade me, and yet you are fighting among
yourself as to the very foundation upon which your own sole belief rests.
The early Church had one account, but you have two contrary ones. You
must really make up your own mind before you come to persuade me.
Choose which of the two you please, but if they oppose each other, do let
me hflz\ée one of them, and not both together. Otherwise you simply puzzle
me.”

For, be it remembered, this is not an affair of simple phenomena, the truth
of which is visible to the eye, and does not depend at all on the hypothesis
which explains them, such as the fact that matter falls to the ground, the
truth of which does not at all depend on the hypothesis of gravitation; but it
1s a case where the hypothesis is applied to for the truth of the fact itself.
We want to know why we are to believe a doctrine, say Purgatory or any
other. Bellarmine gives one reason, and Mr. Newman a totally contrary
one. Nor would the remark that it was the Church’s teaching all the same in
either case be to the purpose, for the reason of the Church’s teaching is the
argumentative ground on which we believe the Church’s teaching; and this
reason is a contrary one as Bellarmine and as Mr. Newman give it.!*°

In his introduction he [Newman] explains at some length to what extent,
and upon what grounds, he has now modified, or rather abandoned, his
former views of the fundamental principles of the Tractarians, or Anglo-
Catholics, as they call themselves, about Catholic consent, and of the truth
and practical utility of the famous rule of Vincentius of Lerins, guod

128 |pid. 213.
129 |bid. 214.
139 pid. 214.



semper, quod ubique, quod ab omnibus.""

The Tractarians in general, and Mr Newman himself while belonging to
that party...had defended “Catholic consent” as an legitimate and authentic
means of supplying the deficiencies of Scripture...They then, somewhat
arbitrarily selected the leading authors of the latter part of the fourth, and of
the early part of the fifth centuries, as exhibiting or embodying this catholic
consent, and insisted that the church in all subsequent ages was to take as
her standard of doctrine and practice the system which generally prevailed
during the century that succeeded the First Council of Nice. This notion, of
course, was founded upon the assumption that the apostles had inculcated
many things for the guidance of the church which were not contained in the
Scriptures, which were handed down correctly by oral tradition.'*

Agreeing with the Church of Rome in the general doctrine of the
insufficiency of the Scriptures, and of the authority of oral tradition, and
finding in the fourth and fifth centuries about as much of corruption and
impurity in doctrine, government, and worship, as suited their taste at the
time, they have selected that era as the period when the apostolic teaching
was fully brought out.'*?

Mr Newman of course can no longer concur in this position, and a
considerable part of his introduction is occupied with an attempt to remove
it out of the way. He takes up the famous maxim of Vincentius, quod
semper, quod ubique, quod ab omnibus, of which he himself and his
Tractarian brethren used to boast so much, and shows conclusively, as
many sound Protestants have done before him, that from its vagueness and
ambiguity, and the difficulty of applying it, it is of little or no real practical
utility. The truth is, that Romanists, though they have laboured to mislead
men by talking much about catholic consent and the unanimous testimony
of the fathers, have been always aware, and have been sometimes led to
confess, that there is much about the system of modern Popery which
cannot be traced by anything like a chain of testimonies to apostolic times,
or even to the third century.134

Is not Mr Newman’s whole theory of development based upon a virtual

B1'W. Cunningham, Discussions on Church Principes: Popish, Erastian, and
Prebyterian (Still Waters Revival Books 1991), 39.

2 |bid. 40.

3 |bid. 41.

34 Ibid. 41-42. Keep in mind that Cunningham’s review was originally published
in 1863, before either Vatican | or Vatican Il. So the historical hiatus he here
comments on is far worse now than it even was at the time of writing.



admission, that the old Romish pretence of tracing historically their
doctrines and practices to primitive times can no longer be sustained?...He
takes care to give no precise and definite statement of what the difficulties
are, because this would expose the weaknesses of Romanism.'*

Romanists, however, have commonly been so reasonable as to admit, that it
1s only doctrines taught or practices enjoined by the apostles which the
church is obliged to receive and observe; and they have, in consequence,
been constrained to admit, further, the reasonableness of the demand for
evidence of the apostolic origin of those parts of their system which are not
found in the New Testament...They have, accordingly attempted to
produce something of this sort, using, as far as they could with anything
like plausibility, the doctrine of oral tradition, Catholic consent, the
testimony of the fathers, the rule of Vincentius, and, when these failed
them, taking refuge in the infallibility of the church.'*®

They have never, indeed, attempted to adjust authoritatively the logical
relations of tradition and infallibility; but they make tradition to establish
infallibility, or infallibility to guarantee tradition, according to the
exigencies of the occasion."”’

This demand was not easily met; and now, at last, the Romanists, if we are
to take Mr Newman as their representative, deny the legitimacy of the
demand altogether, and maintain that they are not called upon to produce
any evidence of the apostolic origin of their tenets, for that these might be
all true and legitimate developments of apostolic doctrine, though never
taught by the apostles, and never heard of till centuries after their death.
This is Mr Newman'’s theory of development. It cuts the knot, but most
certainly does not untie it."*®

The Romish answer to this very obvious and very strong antecedent
presumption used to be, that the apostles delivered much for the instruction
and guidance of the church, which is not contained in the New Testament,
but which may be learned from other sources. This, however, has been
found unsatisfactory and inconvenient; and now, at last, the theory of
development has been invented, which supersedes the necessity of
adducing any proof of an apostolic origin—a process that was often very

135 |bid. 48.
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difficult and troublesome. '’

The theory of development, if established and conceded, merely removes a
general preliminary objection against Romanism. It gives no positive
weight or validity to any Romish arguments, but only clears the field for a
fair discussion. It is but a substitute for the doctrine which the Romanists
used to maintain—namely, that the apostles taught many things which were
not contained in, or deducible from, the New Testament, but which might
be learned from other sources...so the new theory of development, even
when proved or conceded, requires to be followed up by specific proof, that
every Romish addition to the New Testament system is a true and
legitimate development, and not a corruption.'*’

It is in the highest degree improbable, that a theory which was really sound
in itself, and legitimately available for the defence of Romanism, should
have been invented in the nineteenth century.141

But the analogy fails in one essential particular—namely, that God made all
these developments of previous revelations through inspired men, who
were commissioned, not merely to develop previous revelations, but also to
communicate new ones.'**

Were we satisfied of the existence of a living infallible guide, whom we
were bound to obey, we would not trouble ourselves about the theory of
tradition, or the theory of development; we would, of course, believe
whatever doctrine he propounded to us, whether he pretended to have had it
handed down from the apostles, or to have developed it himself.'*

It has been conclusively proved that, in the fourth century, the idea of its
being necessary to be in communion with the See of Rome, in order to be in
the communion of the catholic church, was unknown. But, even if Mr
Newman’s view of the case were admitted to be correct, it would not afford
even the slightest presumption that the Romish additions to the Christianity
of the New Testament preserved the type, or idea, of the original.'**

It would be no difficult thing to turn Mr Newman’s tests against himself,
and to collect under each of the seven heads a good deal of matter from the
history of the church which would afford strong presumptions that the

139 |bid. 51.
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tenets held by the Romanists, in opposition to Protestants, were not
legitimate developments, but corruptions of the doctrine of the apostles.145

The allegation of Mozley and Cunningham that Newman’s theory of development
represents a dramatic break with the traditional definition of tradition receives
ironic confirmation from no less an authority than the present pope:

Before Mary’s bodily Assumption into heaven was defined, all theological
faculties in the world were consulted for their opinion. Our teachers’
answer was emphatically negative. What here became evidenced was the
one-sidedness, not only of the historical, but also of the historicist method
in theology. “Tradition” was identified with what could be proved on the
basis of texts. Altaner, the patrologist from Wurzburg...had proven in a
scientifically persuasive manner that the doctrine of Mary’s bodily
Assumption into heaven was unknown before the 5C; this doctrine,
therefore, he argued, could not belong to the “apostolic tradition. And this
was his conclusion, which my teachers at Munich shared. This argument is
compelling if you understand “tradition” strictly as the handing down of
fixed formulas and texts. This was the position that our teachers
represented.'*®

Not only are these doctrines well-attested in the early Church (for example,
Newman shows that there is stronger evidence for belief in purgatory in the early
Church than for belief in original sin); they are also implicitly grounded in
Scripture (e.g., purgatory in 1 Cor 3:12-15; transubstantiation in Jn 6:54-59; papal
supremacy in Mt 16:18).[84]

Assuming that a doctrine is well-attested in the 