A Response by Three of the AEF Call Theological Editors 
to the Touchstone Forum, Oct./Nov.2006 issue
“Back and Forth to the Future”:  A Response to the Responders


These are very harsh remarks from Touchstone, coming from those who would want to see evangelicals adopt the kind of Christianity that these writers presumably profess.  Were the “Call to an Ancient Evangelical Future” issued as an academic statement for doctrinal consideration among scholars, such sharp comments might not be so surprising.  But this is not the case.  Despite the shared sentiment that there is much to commend the “Call” for, there is also blatant hostility lacking a redemptive tone which one would not expect from a journal that triumphs “mere Christianity.”  To claim that the “Call” is really “a natural extension of American Evangelicalism’s besetting sins of faddishness and consumerism” (Moore) or that it is “a call to deeper error, deeper and more pervasive idolatry” (Hutchens), or, that the “statement confirms evangelicals in their ecclesiastical rootlessness by presenting them with the appearance of historical faithfulness while avoiding the authorial trappings of a particular tradition and succession” (Hart) all have the marks of overkill.   

If the “Call” is a prompt for North American evangelicals to think more deeply and sensitively about their faith in a culture infatuated with values which usually contradict Jesus’ Beatitudes, why are not the authors of Touchstone’s essays applauding this attempt more than condemning what is absent?  The “Call” is indeed a limited document with a limited goal: to serve as an intra-church manifesto for those who have little or no consciousness of their faith within the longer and wider legacy of the church’s history.  For a rapidly rising number of evangelicals, this goal has become the critical next step of their Christian understanding. Nevertheless, there seems to be an unexpected resentment exhibited in the Touchstone essays that the “Call” has provoked.  The reasons vary from writer to writer.


Each responder has a different interpretation for what the absence of specific content in the “Call” must mean.  For McClay, the seeming abstract references to a triune God is a deliberate tactic of avoidance.  Specifically, McClay believes, the documents’ framers are proscribing the term “Father” for God.  This is quite a stretch, and a completely unwarranted one, given the “Call’s” assertion for the “priority of the divinely authorized canonical story of the triune God” according to the ancient Rules of faith.  Is the echo of the Irenaean pattern of describing Scripture as creation, incarnation and re-creation, consummated in Christ’s recapitulation of Adam’s story so void of historical content that the “Call” possesses “an aversion to authority”?  Anyone familiar with the ancient Rule(s) of faith manifested in Tertullian, Novatian or Origen knows that there was a certain fixed but fluid summarization about the character of God and his redemption.  There is no attempt at avoidance in these varying summations, nor is there in the “Call”.  Perhaps we are overhearing McClay’s deeper fears about the direction of Presbyterianism in the United States.  


In the case of Moore’s essay, the “Call” is fraught with postmodernism that wants “to borrow some of the trappings of a time when Christianity was countercultural (dark rooms and candles simulating catacombs, for instance) while embracing primary aspects of contemporary cultural libertarianism (including feminism and pluralism).”  Again, the fears and cynicism of the responder outweigh the actual implications of the “Call.”  The assertion by the “Call” (Para 3) that evangelicals should turn away from methods that separate theological reflection from the common traditions and great creeds of the church hardly fits Moore’s caricature.  In fact, the “Call” plainly states that the gospel tradition cannot be reduced to one of the world’s many competing theologies.  If writers like Moore are too nervous about the use of word “narrative” to describe the church’s faith, then they should at least acknowledge the “Call’s” anti-post-modern assertion of religious exclusivity.  

Mills himself complains about the lack of specificity of the “Call” as close “to meaninglessness”.  He asks about what content the signers of this “Call” are committing themselves to.  If they were to restrict their appeal to the first four centuries or so, that would be “perfectly defensible, he says, but it requires of them a theological argument they have not articulated.”  Again, a manifesto is not going to articulate so much as it seems the critics want.  However, at least one of the theological advisors has made a historical case for evangelicals appropriating the first five centuries as a doctrinally canonical period for all Christians.  Both evangelicals and so-called “high” church communions may find fault with this, but a case has been made nonetheless.  Why make this point?  Somewhat analogous to the subscribers to ancient creeds, the signers of the “Call” are represented by virtue of their writings and positions in the public domain.  That there is a religious collectivity of subscribers is partly the point of the document.  Not all points completely satisfy all subscribers, much less its primary architects.  Still, various positions are trying to come together under a united banner as a message to evangelical audiences and offer an ecumenical message that seeks historical faithfulness to the Christian heritage instead of an insipid call to unity qua unity.  If the term ‘narrative” is too glib a word, the signers are speaking about a specific narrative nevertheless.  Not any narrative that leads Christians to unity will do.

It is true that the “Call” could have made more concrete references to the Nicene or Apostles’ creeds, or to other tangible expressions of the Christian tradition.  As disciples of the tradition, we have been frustrated for many years about the lack of a historical confessional consciousness that exists within Free Church and evangelical churches.  They espouse many of the tenets of the church’s historic faith theologically, whether they state the great creeds or not.  But lest it be overlooked too quickly, the “Call” admits it is merely a prompt; the reader is supposed to be prompted to go look at these resources of the faith.  One might say this is the very point of the “Call.”  It is to call the reader, as one of C. S. Lewis’s Narnia characters once exclaimed, to “go further in and higher up.”  This is the challenge to contemporary evangelicals who, despite Hart’s admonition that they just join one of the more historic Christian communions, will continue in their respective Protestantisms.  But surely being evangelical and rootless—doctrinal or ecclesial—are not necessarily synonymous.  We need not necessarily accept to Newman’s adage, “To be deep in history is to cease to be a Protestant.”  Exactly what forms within evangelicalism a growing awareness of historical attachment will take remains to be seen. But Touchstone is correct to observe that the “Call” does not want to encourage evangelicals to leave evangelicalism for the sake of a higher, churchly ground.  

If the lines and signs on the Christian “map” are more blurry than the critics might like, that is because this document is not a map, but a call for the reader to go look at the maps of Scripture and the Tradition (see the Epilogue).  For evangelicals this is itself a big step, and it is for these readers—not for accomplished ecclesiastics—that the “Call” was intended.  We believe that Touchstone has much to offer to evangelicals, and we sense that we have many commonalities with the magazine’s theological interests.  We would welcome, therefore, a toning down of some the rhetoric in response to the “Call,” in favor of a more carefully nuanced dialogue for the sake of the unity of the church and for the sake of faithful witness in our contemporary society.                   
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