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actualized in and of himself. And it is of the biblical Gaod

alone that this can be predicated. In shore, the carly

fathers were all strict monotheists, not LDS polytheists.

The Positive

Benefits of H'T:
Running with the

Big (Theological) Dogs

Until now our consideration of the use of HT has been
mostly negative, in the sense of deflecting false claims.
Bur I believe that continuing scudy of H'T benefics

all Christians—and especially pastors—positively in

at least two ways. The first occurs by toning up our
theological muscles through working out with the most
intellectually powerful thinkers thac che Christian
tradition has to offer. The second way is through the
development of a salutary historical method irself,
which I believe pays rich dividends for the thoughttul

minister of the Gospel.
PUMPING SOME INTELLECTUAL IRON

As | mentioned carlier, one of the great joys of studying
H'T is the intellectual stimulation of hanging our with
the brightest and best of the Christian tradition. This

is not only fun but helps us to develop ways of thinking
and approaches to problems thar we atherwise probably

\\'()llld noc.

We can benefic enormously when we read the great
debates between the hereties and the orthodox of
vesteryear, for it is often true that these !\rru:__:glc,\ were
carried out berween intellecrual ticans on both sides of
the issue, the likes of whom we do not often see today.
Just being in the company of such chinkers cannot

but raise our own level of thinking. We can spar
vicariously wich adversaries tougher than the ones we
face in our day—to—day miniscries. Now, we rightly laud
the brilliance of Augustine and Athanasius and Calvin,
but we sometimes do not stop to think about how
formidable their opponents often were, They simply do

not make heretics like they used to!

For example, if one wants to see a really high-level
denial of some of the cardinal doctrines of orthodoxy,
one can scarcely find a more worthy opponent than

Faustus Socinus (1539- 1604). Here we encounter a

mind well versed in the biblical languages, classical
lirerature, logic, philosophy, exegesis, and theology,

all pressed into the service of overturning the historic
doctrines of the faith! If one can deal wich Socinus’s
arguments against the Trinity, the deity of Christ,
penal substitucion, or God's foreknowledge of future
contingents (our future free choices), then one can

lay waste to the ruminations of the Watchtower or of
“Open Theism” (the teaching that God does not know
with certainey everything chac will happen in the

future) withour shifting out of first gear.

There is also a sense in which intellectual honesty would
have us deal with the arguments against che faich in
their strangest form. And we should not fear to do so,
because arthodoxy is sufficiently robust to stand against

the worst that heterodoxy can dish out.

Sa, then, if we are to learn to think with such acuity
that we can deal wich che most formidable actacks
against the faich, we must run with the big dogs—we
must face those attacks squarely in che writings of the
more incellectually nimble heretics of a bygone age.
And we must also study carefully the impressive

and formidable productions of the orthodox in
countermanding them. Socinus may indeed have been
brilliant, but John Owen was at least his equal and had

the added advantage of arguing for the truch!

The writings of some of these theological grears may
£ E E )
be tough going; one does not bench press five hundred
gh going
|mundn on the first trip to the gvm. But given a consistent
workout regimen of reading and carefully studving the
g £ y ving
writings of these powerhouses, one will soon enough
be able to heft arguments of considerable intellectual
weight. Such intellectual weighelifting should be a
part of every pastor’s ongoing theological training
program. After all, fitness for ministry consists more in
theological and spiritual growth than in programming
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THE VALUE OF A PROPER
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL METHOD

‘The final value of the study of H'T chae I would like

to mention occurs through the cultivation of a proper
historical method. I'm not here concerned with

specific facts or arguments or daca chat one learns from
historical personagces, but racher the habits of mind and

method that are requisite for the historical encerprise.




Leopold Von Ranke’s famous maxim chat che historian’s
task is to “rell it like it was™ may be ridiculed by those
who doubrt the possibility or even the desirabilicy

of objecrive history, but I believe Von Ranke was
fundamentally correct. In the case of intellecrual
history, this involves understanding a chinker on his or
her own terms, in his or her own contexr. It is coming to
grips with a document’s meaning and penetracing what
underlies che arguments being advanced. It is not about
rchabilitating or castigacing chosce long dead, but about

grasping objectively what is being said and why.

While abjectivity is the historian’s goal, this does not
mean that the historian is void of personal commitments,
or that he or she must remain neurral as to che cruch or
falsity of the positions under consideration. The point is
ximply that hisrm"\' gua history is not about passing such

judgments bur is merely abourt gerting the story seraighe,

however the chips may fall. It is only affer the position
has been understood on its own terms and wichour bias
that the historian may turn to evaluation and employ
the fruits of his or her discovery in polemical or other
theological application. But at that point we've moved
beyond the historical task simpliciter and into something

else—something wonderfully valuable and necessary,

perhaps, but something different nonecheless.

The abjective habits of mind that characterize skilled
historiography are consubscantial, as it were, with those
of the thoughtful pastor, youth worker, missionary,

or skilled apologist. Whether the issucis dished up

by an ancient or modern protagonist, the apologist
must know truly what he or she is up against. We do
well to ateend L‘:lrd'u”.\' to the admonirtion of that great
medicvalist Etienne Gilson, who said thac it is much
casier to refute an opponent than it is to understand
him. To this [ would add that to thoroughly refute an
error, one must understand it as well as the one who
halds it. To get into the head of someone who thinks
quite differently from us requires the culrivation of an
objective frame of mind. This mode of thinking is as
necessary for the pastor or the apologist as it is for the
historian, the former typically dealing with

a contemporary opponent, the later examining

advocates long dead.
£

[t will not do to misrepresent an oppanent, living
or dead, however much we may wish to justify it

by some greater good. None of us appreciates being
misunderstood or deliberately misrepresented,

and we must take care to treat others with the same

respect. We can do nothing less as lovers of the truth.

Let me end this article where it began, If T've made

the case for the great value for your life and ministry

in these venerable old works, why not dust off some

of them that may have been sicting on your shelf since
your seminary days? How about reading Augustine’s
Confessions or Acthanasius’ O the lucarnation of the
Ward or Calvin's fustitutes or a host of other great
works like these? Can't find your copy, vou say?

Then point your web browser to one of the many sites,

abulous

such as www.ccel.org, that is choc—full of thes
treasures. Perhaps you are so busy in your ministry as
a pastor, vouth leader, apologist, teacher, or church
planter that you wonder where you will find the time.
I know life and ministry are hecrtic and you may think

that I'm asking the impossible. But 'm not suggesting

that you drop everything else vou are doing to become
a professional church historian! You don't have to lock
yourselfin a room and plow non-stop through the
entire 37-volume set of the church fathers! What I am
urging is that we all heed C. 8. Lewis’s advice to make
sure we don'tignore the classics, and rotate some of
these into our dict of reading as we are able to do so.
IFyou make it a habic you'll be surprised at how, little

by litele, you'll be running with che “big dogs™ before

vou know it.
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