Going Forward by Looking Back:
Toward an Evangelical Retrieval of the Great Tradition

Rev. Dr. Don L. Davis, January 2, 2008

Rediscovering the “Great Tradition”
In a wonderful little book, Ola Tjorhom,' describes the Great Tradition of the
Church (sometimes called the “classical Christian tradition”) as “living,
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organic, and dynamic.”” The Great Tradition represents that evangelical,
apostolic, and catholic core of Christian faith and practice which came largely
to fruition from 100-500 AD.’ Its rich legacy and treasures represent the
Church’s confession of what the Church has always believed, the worship that
the ancient, undivided Church celebrated and embodied, and the mission that

it embraced and undertook.

While the Great Tradition neither can substitute for the Apostolic Tradition
(i.e., the authoritative source of all Christian faith, the Scriptures), nor should
it overshadow the living presence of Christ in the Church through the Holy
Spirit, it is still authoritative and revitalizing for the people of God. It has and
still can provide God’s people through time with the substance of its
confession and faith. The Great Tradition has been embraced and affirmed as
authoritative by Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, and Protestant theologians,
those ancient and modern, as it has produced the seminal documents,
doctrines, confessions, and practices of the Church (e.g., the canon of

Scriptures, the doctrines of the Trinity, the deity of Christ, etc.).

' Ola Tjorhom, Visible Church-Visible Unity: Ecumenical Ecclesiology and “The Great Tradition of the
Church.” Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2004. Robert Webber defined the Great Tradition in this
way: “[It is] the broad outline of Christian belief and practice developed from the Scriptures between the
time of Christ and the middle of the fifth century.” Robert E. Webber, The Majestic Tapestry. Nashville:
Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1986, p. 10.

? Ibid., p. 35.

’ The core of the Great Tradition concentrates on the formulations, confessions, and practices of the
Church'’s first five centuries of life and work. Thomas Oden, in my judgment, rightly asserts that “. . . .
most of what is enduringly valuable in contemporary biblical exegesis was discovered by the fifth century”
(cf. Thomas C. Oden, The Word of Life. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1989, p. xi.).
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Many evangelical scholars today believe that the way forward for dynamic
faith and spiritual renewal will entail looking back, not with sentimental
longings for the “good old days” of a pristine, problem-free early church, or a
naive and even futile attempt to ape their heroic journey of faith. Rather, with
a critical eye to history, a devout spirit of respect for the ancient Church, and a
deep commitment to Scripture, we ought to rediscover through the Great
Tradition the seeds of a new, authentic, and empowered faith. We can be
transformed as we retrieve and are informed by the core beliefs and practices
of the Church before the horrible divisions and fragmentations of Church

history.

Well, if we do believe we ought to at least look again at the early Church and
its life, or better yet, are convinced even to retrieve the Great Tradition for the
sake of renewal in the Church-what exactly are we hoping to get back? Are we
to uncritically accept everything the ancient Church said and did as “gospel,”
to be truthful simply because it is closer to the amazing events of Jesus of

Nazareth in the world? Is old “hip,” in and of itself?

No. We neither accept all things uncritically, nor do we believe that old, in and
of itself, is truly good. Truth for us is more than ideas or ancient claims; for us,
truth was incarnated in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, and the Scriptures
give authoritative and final claim to the meaning of his revelation and
salvation in history. We cannot accept things simply because they are reported
to have been done in the past, or begun in the past. Amazingly, the Great
Tradition itself argued for us to be critical, to contend for the faith once
delivered to the saints (Jude 3), to embrace and celebrate the tradition received
from the Apostles, rooted and interpreted by the Holy Scriptures themselves,

and expressed in Christian confession and practice.

© 2008. The Urban Ministry
Institute. All Rights Reserved.

www.tumi.org

TUMI is a ministry of
World Impact, Inc.



3 of 8 m Going Forward by Looking Back / Rev. Dr. Don L. Davis / January 2, 2008

Core Dimensions of the Great Tradition

While Tjorhom offers his own list of ten elements of the theological content of
the Great Tradition that he believes is worthy of reinterpretation and regard,’ I
believe there are seven dimensions that, from a biblical and spiritual vantage
point, can enable us to understand what the early Church believed, how they
worshiped and lived, and the ways they defended their living faith in Jesus
Christ. Through their allegiance to the documents, confessions, and practices
of this period, the ancient Church bore witness to God’s salvation promise in
the midst of a pagan and crooked generation. The core of our current faith and

practice was developed in this era, and deserves a second (and twenty-second)

look.

Adapting, redacting, and extending Tjorhom’s notions of the Great Tradition,
I list here what I take to be, as a start, a simple listing of the critical dimensions

that deserve our undivided attention and wholehearted retrieval.

1. The Apostolic Tradition. The Great Tradition is rooted in the Apostolic
Tradition, i.e., the apostles’ eyewitness testimony and firsthand experience
of Jesus of Nazareth, their authoritative witness to his life and work
recounted in the Holy Scriptures, the canon of our Bible today. The
Church is apostolic, built on the foundation of the prophets and the
apostles, with Christ himself being the Cornerstone. The Scriptures
themselves represent the source of our interpretation about the Kingdom
of God, that story of God’s redemptive love embodied in the promise to

Abraham and the patriarchs, in the covenants and experience of Israel,

“Ibid., pp. 27-29. Tjorhom's ten elements are argued in the context of his work where he also argues for
the structural elements and the ecumenical implications of retrieving the Great Tradition. | wholeheartedly
agree with the general thrust of his argument, which, like my own belief, makes the claim that an interest
in and study of the Great Tradition can renew and enrich the contemporary Church in its worship, service,
and mission.
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and which culminates in the revelation of God in Christ Jesus, as predicted

in the prophets and explicated in the apostolic testimony.

2. The Ecumenical Councils and Creeds, Especially the Nicene Creed. The
Great Tradition declares the truth and sets the bounds of the historic
orthodox faith as defined and asserted in the ecumenical creeds of the
ancient and undivided Church, with special focus on the Nicene Creed.
Their declarations were taken to be an accurate interpretation and
commentary on the teachings of the apostles set in Scripture. While not the
source of the Faith itself, the confession of the ecumenical councils and
creeds represents the substance of its teachings,’ especially those before the
fifth century (where virtually all of the elemental doctrines concerning
God, Christ, and salvation were articulated and embraced).®

3. The Ancient Rule of Faith. The Great Tradition embraced the substance of

this core Christian faith in a rule, i.e., an ancient standard rule of faith, that

°| am indebted to the late Dr. Robert E. Webber for this helpful distinction between the source and the
substance of Christian faith and interpretation.

® While the seven ecumenical Councils (along with others) are affirmed by both Catholic and Orthodox
communions as binding, it is the first four Councils that are to be considered the critical, most essential
confessions of the ancient, undivided Church. | and others argue for this largely because the first four
articulate and settle once and for all what is to be considered our orthodox faith on the doctrines of the
Trinity and the Incarnation (cf. Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, v. 1. Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1996, p. 44). Similarly, even the magisterial Reformers embraced the teaching of the Great
Tradition, and held its most significant confessions as authoritative. Correspondingly, Calvin could argue in
his own theological interpretations that “Thus councils would come to have the majesty that is their due;
yet in the meantime Scripture would stand out in the higher place, with everything subject to its standard.
In this way, we willingly embrace and reverence as holy the early councils, such as those of Nicea,
Constantinople, the first of Ephesus I, Chalcedon, and the like, which were concerned with refuting
errors—in so far as they relate to the teachings of faith. For they contain nothing but the pure and genuine
exposition of Scripture, which the holy Fathers applied with spiritual prudence to crush the enemies of
religion who had then arisen” (cf. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV, ix. 8. John T.
McNeill, ed. Ford Lewis Battles, trans. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960, pp. 1171-72).
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was considered to be the yardstick by which claims and propositions
regarding the interpretation of the biblical faith were to be assessed. This
rule, when applied reverently and rigorously, can clearly allow us to define
the core Christian confession of the ancient and undivided Church
expressed clearly in that instruction and adage of Vincent of Lerins: “that

which has always been believed, everywhere, and by all.””

The Christus Victor Worldview. The Great Tradition celebrates and
affirms Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ, the promised Messiah of the
Hebrew Scriptures, the risen and exalted Lord, and Head of the Church. In
Jesus of Nazareth alone, God has reasserted his reign over the universe,
having destroyed death in his dying, conquering God’s enemies through
his incarnation, death, resurrection, and ascension, and ransoming
humanity from its penalty due to its transgression of the Law. Now
resurrected from the dead, ascended and exalted at the right hand of God,
he has sent the Holy Spirit into the world to empower the Church in its life
and witness. The Church is to be considered the people of the victory of
Christ. At his return, he will consummate his work as Lord. This
worldview was expressed in the ancient Church’s confession, preaching,
worship, and witness. Today, through its liturgy and practice of the
Church Year, the Church acknowledges, celebrates, embodies, and
proclaims this victory of Christ: the destruction of sin and evil and the

restoration of all creation.

’ This rule, which has won well-deserved favor down through the years as a sound theological yardstick for
authentic Christian truth, weaves three cords of critical assessment to determine what may be counted as

orthodox or not in the Church’s teaching. St. Vincent of Lerins, a theological commentator who died
before 450 AD, authored what has come to be called the “Vincentian canon, a three-fold test of
catholicity: quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est (what has been believed
everywhere, always and by all). By this three-fold test of ecumenicity, antiquity, and consent, the church

may discern between true and false traditions.” (cf. Thomas C. Oden, Classical Pastoral Care, vol. 4. Grand

Rapids: Baker Books, 1987, p. 243).
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5. Tbhe Centrality of the Church. The Great Tradition confidently confessed
the Church as the people of God. The faithful assembly of believers, under
the authority of the Shepherd Christ Jesus, is now the locus and agent of
the Kingdom of God on earth. In its worship, fellowship, teaching, service,
and witness, Christ continues to live and move. The Great Tradition insists
that the Church, under the authority of its undershepherds and the entirety
of the priesthood of believers, is visibly the dwelling of God in the Spirit in
the world today. With Christ himself being the Chief Cornerstone, the
Church is the temple of God, the body of Christ, and the temple of the
Holy Spirit. All believers, living, dead, and yet unborn-make up the one,
holy, catholic (universal), and apostolic community. Gathering together
regularly in believing assembly, members of the Church meet locally to
worship God through Word and sacrament, and to bear witness in its
good works and proclamation of the Gospel. Incorporating new believers
into the Church through baptism, the Church embodies the life of the
Kingdom in its fellowship, and demonstrates in word and deed the reality

of the Kingdom of God through its life together and service to the world.

6. The Unity of the Faith. The Great Tradition affirms unequivocally the
catholicity of the Church of Jesus Christ, in that it is concerned with
keeping communion and continuity with the worship and theology of the
Church throughout the ages (Church universal). Since there has been and
can only be one hope, calling, and faith, the Great Tradition fought and

strove for oneness in word, in doctrine, in worship, in charity.

7. The Evangelical Mandate of the Risen Christ. The Great Tradition

affirms the apostolic mandate to make known to the nations the victory of
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preaching and life together provides a witness and sign of the Kingdom
present in and for the world (sacramentum mundi), and as the pillar and
ground of the truth. As evidence of the Kingdom of God and custodians of
the Word of God, the Church is charged to define clearly and defend the
faith once for all delivered to the Church by the apostles.

Conclusion: Finding Our Future by Looking Back

In a time where so many are confused by the noisy chaos of so many claiming
to speak for God, it is high time for us to rediscover the roots of our faith, to go
back to the beginning of Christian confession and practice, and see, if in fact,
we can recover our identity in the stream of Christ worship and discipleship
that changed the world. In my judgment, this can be done through a critical,
evangelical appropriation of the Great Tradition, that core belief and practice
which is the source of all our traditions, whether Catholic, Orthodox,

Anglican, or Protestant.

Of course, specific traditions will continue to seek to express and live out their
commitment to the Authoritative Tradition (i.e., the Scriptures) and Great
Tradition through their worship, teaching, and service. Our diverse Christian
traditions (little “t”), when they are rooted in and expressive of the teaching of
Scripture and led by the Holy Spirit, will continue to make the Gospel clear
within new cultures or sub-cultures, speaking and modeling the hope of Christ
into new situations shaped by their own set of questions posed in light of their
own unique circumstances. Our traditions are essentially movements of
contextualization, that is they are attempts to make plain within people
groups the Authoritative Tradition in a way that faithfully and effectively
leads them to faith in Jesus Christ.

We ought, therefore, to find ways to enrich our contemporary traditions by
reconnecting and integrating our contemporary confessions and practices

with the Great Tradition. Let us never forget that Christianity, at its core, is a
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faithful witness to God’s saving acts in history. As such, we will always be a
people who seek to find our futures by looking back through time at those
moments of revelation and action where the Rule of God was made plain
through the incarnation, passion, resurrection, ascension, and soon-coming of
Christ. Let us then remember, celebrate, reenact, learn afresh, and
passionately proclaim what believers have confessed since the morning of the
empty tomb-the saving story of God’s promise in Jesus of Nazareth to redeem

and save a people for his own.
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