My Journey Toward an Ancient Future Worship 
From the Conclusion of Ancient-Future Worship by Robert Webber

It is my intention that Ancient-Future Worship not only be read, but also and especially be applied.  Many books that are academic in nature are read for knowledge, but not always for use.  From the beginning of this project I have wanted the response to this book to be “I can use this material in my church”

WHAT IS AN ANCIENT-FUTURE CHURCH?


Over the past years people have written or called me and said “I want to visit an ancient-future church.  Where can I go?”   I don’t usually have an answer because I don’t think an ancient-future church or ancient-future worship is the next trend or that “cool” church over there.  Ancient future worship is not a gimmick, or show, or the latest adventure.  There has been far too much “we need to start the church all over again” innovation since the late sixties.  The church and its theology are not to be re-invented every generation.  The church may need to be inspired, perhaps contextualized, but never trashed to start again.


God instituted the church on the day of Pentecost and even though it has grown like a bramble bush with numerous branches, there is only one trunk and one set of roots that go back to God’s involvement in history authoritatively recorded in scripture.  There is also that common core of universal teachings established in the early centuries of the faith, such as the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed.  My call is to help us recover these common roots of faith and worship.  For these traditions have been received from the Apostles and handed down in the church for centuries. So, if you want a definition of ancient-future worship, it is this:  “the common tradition of the church’s worship in Word, Table, and song, practiced faithfully and communicated clearly in every context of the world.”  


What stands at the very center of worship is Word and Sacrament through which we do God’s vision for the world; it is proclaimed and enacted. What contextualizes this worship more than anything else is its music.  Music is the vehicle that communicates worship in the language of the people.  Music is also the vehicle of our personal response to the story of God’s work in history.  We also proclaim God’s story in hymn and song, but nowhere in scripture, nor in the history of the church have hymns and songs ever been held as a replacement for Word and Table.  Word and Table remain the God ordained way to remember God’s saving deeds in history and anticipate his final triumph over all that is evil and death.  So if you want to do ancient-future worship learn God’s story and do it in Word and Table and use hymns and songs for responses not only from the great treasury of the church through the centuries, but also from music that is current.  

Re-Discover the Framework of God’s Story


My journey toward the ancient framework of God’s story began in the early 70’s.  I had been asked by the Slavic Gospel Mission in Wheaton to teach a course on Eastern theology in their missionary school.  Even though I was teaching at Wheaton and had finished my doctorate in historical theology I knew virtually nothing about the Eastern Church Fathers (the real cradle of early Christianity and the most influential thinkers in preserving the biblical content in the universal creeds of the church).  So, I spent the summer prior to my fall teaching assignment reading up on the Eastern Church.


At that time there were very few books available in the English language on the Eastern Church as opposed to today.  Today, the Eastern Church has become prominent and there are many conferences and books on the Eastern Church Fathers and their decisive influences on the development of the common tradition of Christian theology.

Secondary Writings

Fortunately for me, a new book had just been written by John Meyendorff, an Eastern theologian who taught at Fordham University in New York.  The book, titled Byzantine Theology was printed in a limited edition of 1,000 copies because the publisher was skeptical about its possible sales (so, I heard).  I paid $19.95 for the book, which, at that time (1974) was astronomical for a book of its size (the book is still in print and has sold thousands).  Little did I know that I was about to begin a journey, which to this day is not finished.


Byzantine Theology is divided into two parts.  One is an introduction to the history of the Eastern Church.  The second is an introduction to the theology of Eastern thought.  It was the theological section that blew me away.  The most decisive impact made on my heart was the paradigm of creation - incarnation - recreation. These three words capture the basic framework of biblical and ancient church thinking.  The previous paradigm I used to interpret God’s story dervied from my Western training.  This paradigm, creation – sin – redemption, was introduced by Augustine, the shaper of Western thought.  The same theme was continued by Calvin and was handed down to evangelicals during the Enlightenment.  It still prevails today as the major way of thinking about the Bible as a whole.  There is nothing wrong with the Western model itself.  The problem is the way it has been interpreted and applied.  The popular approach, at least in my background, is to place the accent on sin in its personal and moral dimensions, thus not dealing adequately with the principalities and powers.  Augustine, Medieval theologians, and Calvin, as well as evangelicals, have placed a great deal of emphasis on personal sin, the need for confession, and personal appropriation of the death of Christ as a sacrifice for our sin.  This emphasis led the West to a near exclusive concentration on the sacrificial view of the atonement without a strong connection to the resurrection and to the triumph of Jesus over sin, death, and the powers of evil.  The exclusive preoccupation with the satisfaction theory of the cross has failed to adequately see the unity that exists between creation, the incarnation, and ultimately the restoration of all God’s creation.  It fosters instead an individualistic form of Christianity.  


As I read Byzantine Theology (over and over again, mulling it in my mind and heart), I realized that the missing link in Western Theology is a deep appreciation for the incarnation and subsequent Christus Victor theme of how God incarnate won a victory over sin and death.


For example, in the West many seem stumped by the virgin birth.  We believe in the miraculous conception, but we are not sure what to do with it.  Not so, with the Eastern Fathers.  They know exactly what to do with the incarnation.  God in the womb of the Virgin Mary united with his entire creation in order to reverse the falleness of creature and creation by taking into his own body the consequence of sin which is death.  Jesus, as the Second Adam defeated all sin and death which originates with the 1st Adam.  Just as the 1st Adam affects all creation because of his sin, so also the 2nd Adam rescues all creation because of his righteousness.  In death Jesus defeats death.  In his resurrection he begins a new act of creation that will ultimately be fulfilled in his second coming.  In the meantime he ascended to the Father where he now continually intercedes on behalf of the world and rules until all his enemies are under his feet.  As Paul has written to the Philippians, “Every tongue [will] confess that Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil. 2:11).


Eastern thought is wonderfully captured in another book I was introduced to at about the same time – Christus Victor by Gustav Aulen.  Aulen effectively argues that Christus Victor was the primary atonement view of the early church fathers (this view does not in any way deny the sacrifice of Christ).  The book contains a splendid chapter on how Irenaeus develops Christus Victor.  (You know from reading the early liturgies in Chapter 4 that all the ancient liturgies pray the Christus Victor theme).  Aulen also writes a revealing chapter on the shift in medieval theology where the Christus Victor theme was dropped in favor of an exclusive emphasis on the sacrifice of Christ.  You can see that shift in the Roman mass, parts of which also appear in Chapter 4.


As I continued my studies in Eastern thought I came across other names and books that helped me with my growing passion for the ancient framework of creation – incarnation – re-creation.  There were only a few of these books that I have “read and re-read,” the most helpful being Georges Florovsky, Creation and Redemption.   Florvosky, professor of Eastern Church History at Harvard University, simply took me deeper and deeper into the ancient church fathers. His mastery of the fathers and ability to bring them together broadened my appreciation of the ancient framework of scripture.  It opened a new world for me and taught me how to read the fathers of the church.


One other secondary book on the ancient framework of Christianity that I recommend is by a brilliant young theologian, David Bentley Hart, who has taught at Duke, among other places.  What I appreciate about his book, The Beauty of the Infinite, is not only his knowledge of the fathers and their framework for interpreting God’s story, but also the way in which he brings the fathers into conversation with post modern philosophers and our post-Christian cultural setting.  He, along with others, like N.T. Wright, see that our era has affinities with the Roman era.  The issues we must deal with today include widespread war, the breakdown of morality, and pluralism of philosophy and religion (especially Gnosticism).  Just as the fathers interacted with powers and principalities of their time, so also, we must interact with the powers and principalities of our time.  In order to confront the powers of our day, we would do well to  recover the ancient framework of scripture and the restore the emphasis on Christus Victor.


After the church settled into Christendom during the medieval era, the cultural setting was, they believed, transformed; consequently, the shift in emphasis from Christus Victor to the exclusive concentration on the sacrifice interpretation of the atonement.  Both Florovosky and Hart show us the way to recover the ancient creation – incarnation – re-creation framework and resurrect Christus Victor in the midst of the postmodern, post Christian, and neo pagan era in which we live.

Primary Writings

It may seem strange to you that I began with secondary writings and only now take you to the primary source.  There are people who are conceptual and need to see the big picture before they look at the details.  Others prefer to start with the details and eventually get to the big picture.  I need to see things whole.  Then I can make more sense out of the pieces of the puzzle.  So I often read secondary books that give me the “lay of the land,” then I pursue topics of interest in the primary sources.


I was first introduced to the fathers of the second century in a graduate course on The Apostolic Fathers (so called because they are the defenders of the Apostolic Tradition).  This course centered around the authenticity of the manuscripts and the meaning of disputed Greek words.  The course did not deal with the theology of these second century figures.  However, because I read the ancient fathers I developed an interest in the link between the Apostles of the New Testament and their immediate successors and interpreters.


One of the most helpful books linking 1st and 2nd centuries was Cyril C. Richardson, Early Christian Fathers.  I read with great interest the seven letters of Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch in 110 A.D., the Didache and especially Against Heresies by Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons.  These writers along with other fathers of the second century (Clement, Justin Martyr, Tertullian) opened windows to the world of the second century.  I was introduced to the second century Christian struggling to preserve the Apostolic faith. Here was a world where Christians were martyred for their faith and where leaders struggled with Gnostic heresies. Here, numerous pagans were converted to Christ and the church. Here the church developed the catechumenate to teach new converts how to think and live Christianly.


I cannot begin to tell you how formative these second century fathers and documents have been in making my own paradigm shift from modernity to a more story-formed understanding of God’s work in history.  There is much I could say about these writings, but I will limit myself to the most important theologian of the second century, Irenaeus.  I have developed his steadfast commitment to Apostolic Truth in other writings (namely Ancient Future Faith), so I will only make a few limited comments here and only on one of his themes – the theology of recapitulation (based on Ephesians 1:10 “to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ.”)


The theology of recapitulation is another way of describing the ancient framework of God’s story - creation – incarnation – re-creation.  Recapitulation brings together the 1st Adam and the 2nd Adam themes of Paul.  It brings together all the typologies of scripture and emphasizes the whole of scripture, refusing to compartmentalize this or that doctrine or teaching without its connection to every thing else.  Jesus Christ is the new Adam who “does it over again.”   He sums up the history of the world.  He triumphs over death and all that is evil, winning the world back for his Heavenly Father, returning it to the garden of God’s glory.  This same Lord rules over creation forever in his kingdom.


I gradually began to grasp the significance of recapitulation.  When I did, I read scripture with new eyes, seeing everything whole. Events were connected, the stories of Israel were understood anew, the gospels, especially the words of Jesus about the powers, took on a new life. I found everywhere in the Epistles, especially in Paul, a theology of God’s Triune activity in all of history.  Everything centered around Christ.  Paul’s writings took on new life.


A central motif of recapitulation is the incarnation.  Incarnational thinking is all through scripture and central to Ignatius, Irenaeus, and Tertullian (to name a few).  However, theories of the incarnation began to take on form in the late third and early fourth centuries.  One Presbyter, Arius, spread the view that the word, which became incarnate, was not God, but God’s first act of creation.  Arius taught that the incarnate word was not of the same essence as the Father, but of a different essence.  He was God’s first-formed (begotten) creature, sent to save the world.  He was God’s appointed redeemer, but he was not, Arius claimed, of the same essence or substance of God the Father.


His opponent was Athanasius, the great theologian of the fourth century and defender of the incarnation.  Athanasius argued that the incarnate word was not a creature made by God, but was the incarnation of God Himself.  The word of God incarnate is God himself united with creature and creation in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  In his seminal work, On the Incarnation, Athanasius goes to the heart of the matter – if God himself in his own nature and substance did not become incarnate, united to our humanity, then God did not save us.  It was the Athanasian doctrine that won that day at the Council of Nicea. And today when we recite the Nicene Creed we confess that the incarnate word of God is not made, but eternally begotten of God himself.  So it is God of very God who became incarnate and saved us.  This is a major principle of ancient theology – only God saves.  Here is that crucial section of the Nicene Creed confessing the incarnate word to be of the same essence of the Father:

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,

     the only Son of God,

     eternally begotten of the Father,

     God from God, Light from Light,

     true God from true God,

     begotten, not made,

     of one Being with the Father.

     Through him all things were made.

     For us and for our salvation

        he came down from heaven:

     by the power of the Holy Spirit

        he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary,

        and was made man.

     For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;

        He suffered death and was buried.

        On the third day he rose again

           in accordance with the Scriptures;

        he ascended into heaven

          and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

     He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,

          and his kingdom will have no end. (Italics mine)

What was missing in my education and in my background was a theology of recapitulation. Rediscovering these ancient fathers and exposure to their framework of creation – incarnation – re-creation – led me to a deeper evangelical faith.  I have a deeper understanding of what I had glibly confessed all my life.  All of life I had heard words such as, “Let God in your life,” “Give God a chance,” “Accept him as your savior and you will discover the rich meaning of life.”  I gradually began to understand that these phrases and others like them turned the gospel inside out.  I once understood the gospel as God asking me to let him into my narrative, to find room for him in my heart and life.  But now I realized that God bid me to find my place in His narrative.  In God’s story, He, with his own two hands – the incarnate Word and the Holy Spirit, recapitulated and reversed the human situation so I can now live in Him.  Through him I can live in the expectation of a restored world without the presence of evil.  Here and now, because God became incarnate and “recapitulated” all things, I live in him, in his narrative, and he lives in my life which is to be a witness to his narrative for the world.

The Story of God

I do not remember exactly when I began to think clearly about the story of the entire world as the story of God.  It grew along with my reading and contemplation and especially with the two years of intense thinking I did to write The Divine Embrace (2006).  In this writing the ancient paradigm of thinking gained new clarity in my mind and a burning conviction in my heart.  This deep appreciation for reading scripture as divine narrative culminated in the preparation of The Call to an Ancient Evangelical Future (2006) (See Appendix).


But, let us step back into the early church fathers.  What primary sources did I read that connected the framework of creation – incarnation – re-creation with the story of God?


I have to begin again with Irenaeus, the giant of second century Christian thinkers.  As I read Irenaeus and others I saw God’s narrative much differently then the liberal version popularized in the 70’s and 80’s.  Liberals really did not want to own the historical earthy nature of the story.  So they invented catch words to affirm the story, but deny its historical nature.  The story is a myth.  Jesus is the universal mono-myth.  It was all summed up in the phrase “the Jesus of history, and the Christ of faith.”  There is a difference, they said.  You can deny the union of the creator with his creatures and creation as actually happening, yet affirm it as the universal truth of all religious experience.  This view is a new kind of Gnosticism that needs to be rejected today as soundly as Irenaeus rejected the Gnosticism of his own day.  (There is no need to prove the historicity of the narrative.  It is simply accepted as the authoritative and inspired record of God’s saving deeds and revealed commentary).


Irenaeus’ version of narrative is based, not on myth but historical fact.  For Irenaeus the story of God really happened in time, space, and history.  God created this very material world.  God became involved in world history in Israel.  And, of course, became incarnate to change the direction of the world, and Christ will physically return to re-create this earthly home.  The mandate of creation for humanity to live in God’s will and to make the earth a dwelling for his glory will literally and really be fulfilled in the new heavens and the new earth.


Sometimes when I tell people the ancient fathers took a story-formed approach to faith and scripture, they smirk or raise an eyebrow as if to say “Your making it up because that is the way you want it to be.”  I usually shrug my shoulders and smile, knowing that they have probably never read the fathers.  However, what I should do (and have done on occasion) is to encourage them to at least read Irenaeus, On the Apostolic Preaching.  Then they will see how the early church fathers followed God’s story recorded in scripture.


On the Apostolic Preaching presents the story from beginning to end.  Irenaeus thinks whole.  John Behr, in the introduction to Irenaeus’ book, writes, “Irenaeus takes us effortlessly through a demonstration of the Apostolic preaching concerning the activity of God from creation to the exaltation of Son.”(1)  In the preface to the books Irenaeus makes the historicity of God’s story clear by saying that we are to “believe what really is, as it is.”(2) 


Irenaeus is the first father of the second century to have the full scripture at his disposal and he approaches scripture as the authoritative word of God that provides us with a panoramic view of history.  On the Apostolic Preaching begins with creation, the fall, and the history of humanity through Israel.  Then the book deals with God’s rescue in Jesus Christ, the incarnate word of God.  Irenaeus uses intertextual arguments to demonstrate the truth of the story presented.  He draws particularly from prophecy as do other previous writers such as Ignatius (110 A.D.) and Justin Martyr (150 A.D).   According to Behr, “Irenaeus demonstrates that there is but one God who has made Himself known through His one Son, Jesus Christ, by the one Holy Spirit, to the one human race, bringing his creatures made from mud into the intimacy of communion with Himself”(3).  Indeed, we can sing and preach with confidence that God has recapitulated the error of the first formed man by the obedience of the second formed man.  By His own two hands – the incarnate Word and Holy spirit – He has renewed the face of the earth and we can now live in hope and expectation of God’s completed history.


The theme of recapitulation is very central to other writings from the second century.  A case in point is the first full sermon of the Christian tradition.  The sermon, which I refer to in Chapter 4, is the Easter sermon by Melito of Sardis, Pascha, written and preached about 195 A.D.  Because I have already referred to this work, I will mention it only in passing as a sermon that gives us insight on how central the story of Israel and the story of Jesus are to preaching and communicating the gospel in the ancient church.  It is full of imagery and typology – providing us with a powerful example of how to preach the biblical text in a story-formed way today.


Preaching, of course, is what we do in worship.  We proclaim God’s story, remembering his mighty deeds of salvation.  In the Eucharist we enact or dramatize God’s story and its anticipated future and in doing so, we are actually ushered into God’s Kingdom in a momentary existential experience of the Kingdom to come.


Another ancient work that has influenced the history of both Eastern and Western liturgy is Hippolytus’ On the Apostolic Tradition, written about 215 A.D.  This work has been mentioned previously so I will only make a few comments here – and these comments refer only to its narrative nature of the prayer.  The story, of course, is triune.  Hippolytus demonstrates how the Eucharistic prayer was directed in praise of the Father, in memory of the Son’s work in history, and in anticipation of the Spirit’s work of uniting God’s people into one and confirming God’s truth in faith (see p.______).

Summary


I have given you a brief insight into a few of the more important primary and secondary works that have helped me make the journey out of the modern way of thinking to the more Hebraic and holistic ancient way of thinking.


My journey does not present a norm for others.  There are, I am sure, many who have traveled from modernity to an ancient way of thinking via a different route.  However, I hope that my journey will help you as your heart and mind are increasingly toward the theology and practice of the early church.


In sum, I have been learning and continue to learn how to spiritually read the paradigm of creation – incarnation – re-creation.  
This “old way,” the story-formed hermeneutic of the faith – is the story of how God recapitulates the world – creatures and creation and wins it back to himself to fulfill all his creational purposes. Learning how to read scripture spiritually prepares you to do ancient-future worship, a worship true to the Apostolic tradition.
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