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Up the Mountain with the Fathers
Evangelical Ressourcement of Early Christian Doctrine1

Hans Boersma

The last several decades have witnessed a fascinating development 
among evangelicals. More and more, evangelical theologians are develop-
ing an interest in the theology of the Church Fathers. Suspicious of the 
ways in which previous generations of evangelicals approached Christian 
doctrine—too often, so it is thought, as an abstract and lifeless cataloguing 
of propositional statements of truth derived from syllogistic argumenta-
tion—contemporary evangelicals are turning to premodern modes of doing 
theology; and they look to the Church Fathers, in particular.2 This retrieval 
or ressourcement of the Fathers is, for all sorts of reasons, a wonderful 
thing, and this essay is intended as a small contribution to this burgeoning 
enterprise.

At the outset, however, I want to insert two caveats. First, a ressource-
ment of the Church Fathers that turns to the early Church in order to re-
cover a putatively ideal era along with a pristine and pure theology is bound 
to end in failure. As one begins to read the Fathers, it soon becomes evident 

1. I want to thank Craig D. Allert and John G. Stackhouse for their comments on 
an earlier draft of this essay.

2. I am thinking of the ressourcement project initiated by D. H. Williams, the work 
of Christopher A. Hall and other evangelical scholars, as well as the increasing prolif-
eration of book series on and by the Fathers, also among publishing companies like 
InterVarsity Press.
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that some of the most revered theologians were perhaps rather acrimonious 
characters. It also becomes clear that some of the issues that occupied the 
Fathers tremendously are no longer in the center of attention today, so that 
to rehash the very same issues may render us, to some extent at least, ir-
relevant. Simply to go back to the early Church would mean to jettison later 
developments that we actually value a great deal and that we do not want to 
go back on. This is not to gainsay that a ressourcement of the Fathers can be 
a wonderful thing. But proper ressourcement is never simply a jump from 
where we are today into the second-century thought world of St. Irenaeus 
or the fifth-century theology of St. Augustine. A worthwhile retrieval of the 
Church Fathers both recognizes the limitations of individual theologians in 
the early Church and it acknowledges significant development between the 
age of the Fathers and our own twenty-first century. So, we have to say “no” 
to a naïve idealization of the Church Fathers.3

Second, while I do understand the negative reaction that many con-
temporary evangelicals have to what we often call “modern” approaches to 
theology, I am convinced it would be a mistake simply to play off the Church 
Fathers’ more intuitive, more biblical, more symbolic approach against what 
we may sense is the far too rational, systematic, and propositional theology 
of the modern period. Such a broad sketch does have its value. Modernity 
has indeed encouraged us to do theology in a sometimes strictly rational 
fashion, which causes serious problems. But we need to keep in mind two 
things: 

(1) The Church Fathers were not averse to deep and careful thought. Wheth-
er we analyze Irenaeus’s opposition to the Gnostics in the second century, 
read Gregory of Nyssa’s reflections on the nature of human language, or 
engage St. Augustine’s anti-Pelagian writings, in each case, we cannot but 
be impressed, perhaps even daunted, by the intellectual rigour, the depth of 
analysis, and the vehemence with which theological statements of truth are 
proposed and defended. The nearly unanimous conviction of the Fathers 
is that human reason constitutes the very image of God, which makes it 
the most highly prized aspect of the human person. In short, the Church 
Fathers do not excuse intellectual laziness. 

(2) The Church Fathers never confused mystery with skepticism. In today’s 
postmodern climate, contemporary evangelicals tend to react against the 

3. This is not to say that ressourcement theologians commonly fall prey to such a 
naïve idealization. Certainly, thoughtful theologians such as Henri de Lubac and Yves 
Congar always insisted that retrieval of the Tradition in no way meant simply a return 
to the premodern period.
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certainties of the past that fuelled mutual misunderstanding, fed intellectual 
pride, and kept denominations apart. We have become impatient with the 
intellectual boundaries and edifices previous generations erected, and the 
postmodern climate of our culture has made us skeptical of our epistemic 
ability to arrive at truth.4 As a result, we sometimes turn to premodern theo-
logical approaches because we mistakenly believe they are more congenial 
to our postmodern skepticism than the propositionalism of our immediate 
evangelical forebears. It is true that the Church Fathers would have objected 
to the rationalist propositionalism of modernity. But we should not confuse 
their high regard for mystery with a lapse into skepticism. The mystery that 
the Fathers explored is something fundamentally different from the skepti-
cism that today eats away at the foundations of Western culture.5

With those caveats in mind, let me turn to the topic of Christian doc-
trine in the early Church. In what follows, I will explore five aspects: (1) the 
purpose of doctrine; (2) the basis of doctrine; (3) the context of doctrine; (4) 
the development of doctrine; and (5) the limits of doctrine—all of this with 
reference to the early Church.

The Pur pose of  Doctrine

With regard to the first aspect, the purpose of doctrine, perhaps I can best il-
lustrate the point I am trying to make by means of the Beatitudes in Matthew 
5. Here Jesus pronounces as “blessed” or “happy” eight categories of people. 
These eight categories ultimately devolve into one. The poor in spirit, those 
who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the 
merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, and those who are persecuted 
are all one and the same group. As our Lord addresses the crowds, and in 
particular his disciples (Matt 5:1), he addresses us all, and he holds out the 
prospect of happiness to everyone.6

4. It seems to me that this skepticism is evident both among intellectually highly 
refined philosophers such as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault and within a general 
cultural climate in which people give up searching for truth because they assume it 
cannot be found.

5. For more detailed exploration of the difference between skepticism and regard 
for mystery, see Boersma, Heavenly Participation.

6. The Great Tradition is remarkably unified with regard to the idea that happiness 
constitutes our ultimate end. See, for instance, St. Gregory of Nyssa, The Beatitudes; St. 
Augustine, Confessions, X.xx (2) (Chadwick, 196); St. Augustine, Concerning the City 
of God against the Pagans, VI.12 (Bettenson, 252–53); St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologica, I/II, q.3, a.1 (595–96); John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, III.
xxv.11 (1007).
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The textual details that stood out for the Church Fathers as they read 
the Scriptures were at times rather different from the things we tend to no-
tice. Take the word “mountain” (oros) in verse 1: “Now when he saw the 
crowds, he went up on a mountainside [oros] and sat down.” The mindset 
of the Fathers was such that for them this word oros leapt off the page, as 
it were. The cause of this is what they regarded as the purpose of theology. 
Let’s listen in on the fourth-century Cappadocian spiritual master, St. Greg-
ory of Nyssa (c. 335–c. 394). In the first of his sermons on the Beatitudes, he 
immediately honed in on Matthew’s “mountain”—a “spiritual mountain of 
sublime contemplation.”7 “This mountain,” said Gregory,

leaves behind all shadows cast by the rising hills of wicked-
ness; on the contrary, it is lit up on all sides by the rays of the 
true light, and from its summit all things that remain invisible 
to those imprisoned in the cave may be seen in the pure air of 
truth. Now the Word of God Himself, who calls blessed those 
who have ascended with Him, specifies the nature and number 
of the things that are contemplated from this height.8

For Gregory, the Beatitudes served to unshackle us from our imprisonment 
in the Platonic cave (the world of the passions), and they placed us in the 
presence of Jesus (“the Word of God Himself ” as Gregory would rather put 
it), so that we might enter upon the brightly lit-up heights of the mountain 
and be prepared for contemplation. For Gregory, the mountain was the 
place of theological contemplation.

St. Augustine, likewise, was drawn to Matthew’s reference to a moun-
tain. It triggered Ps 36:6 in his mind: “Thy righteousness is like the moun-
tains of God.” Augustine interpreted this to mean that “the one Master alone 
fit to teach matters of so great importance teaches on a mountain.”9 “For 
Augustine,” comments Robert Louis Wilken, “the reason Jesus went up on a 
mountain is clear: he wanted to teach them about higher things. Seated on 
a mountain they were lifted above the quotidian affairs of their towns and 
villages, the cares and trials of life with family and friends and neighbors.”10 
Wilken is quite right, it seems to me. The “mountain,” explained Augustine, 
is a reference to “the greater precepts of righteousness,”11 and he compared 
these “greater precepts” to “lesser ones which were given to the Jews.”12 

7. Gregory of Nyssa, Beatitudes, 85.
8. Ibid.
9. Augustine, Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, I.i.2 (4).
10. Wilken, “Augustine,” 43.
11. Augustine, Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, I.i.2 (4).
12. Ibid.
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Thus, he contrasted Law and gospel, seeing in the “mountain” a reference 
to the latter. Next, he identified this contrast with the juxtaposition between 
the earthly and heavenly kingdoms: “Nor is it surprising that the greater 
precepts are given for the kingdom of heaven, and the lesser for an earthly 
kingdom . . .”13 For St. Augustine, when the Son of God gave instruction on 
the mountain, we must be dealing with gospel teaching.14

Neither Gregory nor Augustine referred explicitly to the purpose of 
theology. Their preoccupation with the locale of Jesus’ teaching is none-
theless remarkable. It shows that when they did theology, they kept in the 
forefront of their minds the spiritual purpose of “sublime contemplation,” 
as Gregory would put it, or the virtuous aim of the highest possible righ-
teousness, as Augustine would have it. The Fathers’ purpose for theology, 
we could say, is that we join Jesus on the mountain. To put it in the Fathers’ 
own language: the purpose is to “lead up”—anagōgē, in Greek. Theology, 
for the Fathers, had to do with leading people upward in order to join the 
life of God: the purpose was anagogical. The Church Fathers were never 
concerned with theological systems for their own sake. To be sure, theologi-
cal precision and accuracy mattered to them; careful theological thinking 
was of definite importance. But they always kept an eye on the purpose of 
approaching the height of the mountain and entering into the life of God.15

The battle over the divinity of the Son, which led to the First Ecumeni-
cal Council, the Council of Nicaea in 325, and then to the Second Ecumeni-
cal Council, that of Constantinople in 381, did not concern abstract, lifeless 
propositions. What was at stake for theologians such as Athanasius, Basil of 
Caesarea, and Gregory of Nyssa was our ability to ascend the mountain of 
God. One of the problems with the common theological textbook approach 
to the Fathers is that most introductory texts present just a brief run-down 
of the mere facts of history. Thus, we are given a list of the seven ecumeni-
cal councils, from 325 to 787, along with the decisions they made and the 
theological truths they enshrined. There’s a certain value in this, but in the 
process it is easy to overlook that at stake was the very purpose of theology. 
The purpose was anagogical; it was to go up the mountain and there to enter 
into the blessedness of the eternal Word of God.

Let me illustrate the point with St. Basil’s well-known booklet, On the 
Holy Spirit. Here, Basil did battle not so much with the Arians who denied 

13. Ibid.
14. St. Pope Leo the Great (c. 400–61) displays a similar preoccupation with Mat-

thew’s reference to the “mountain.” See St. Leo the Great, “Sermon XCV: A Homily on 
the Beatitudes,” 202–3.

15. This approach receives its perhaps most classic expression in St. Gregory of 
Nyssa, The Life of Moses.
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the full divinity of the Son, but with the so-called Pneumatomachians or 
Spirit-fighters, who rejected the notion that the Spirit was one of the three 
Persons of the one God and who saw the Spirit as a lesser force, instead. 
St. Basil would have none of it: if the Spirit were a lesser force, this would 
impede his ability to lead us up onto very heights of the mountain. Com-
mented Basil,

Through the Holy Spirit comes the restoration to paradise, the 
ascent to the kingdom of heaven, the return to adopted sonship, 
the freedom to call God our Father and to become a companion 
of the grace of Christ, to be called a child of light, to participate 
in eternal glory, and generally, to have all fullness of blessings in 
this age and the age to come.16

We cannot think “highly” enough of what the Fathers regarded as the pur-
pose of Christian doctrine. For Basil, this purpose was a state of “fullness of 
blessings.” One can appreciate that for the Fathers, to reduce doctrine to in-
tellectual juggling of concepts would be to demean terribly the lofty goal of 
the anagogical ascent of the theologian. The theologian—whether a simple 
believer or a highly trained academic—was to participate in the very life of 
God. From the second-century theologian Irenaeus onward, the purpose 
of theology was participation in the life of God or, to put it differently, the 
purpose was theosis, deification.17

The Basis  of  Doctrine

Of course, one can only reach the purpose of doctrine if a proper basis is in 
place, as well. Next, therefore, I want to move to a discussion of the basis of 
doctrine. Evangelicals strongly maintain that Scripture is the basis of doc-
trine. Properly understood, this approach is right on target and also very 
much in-line with the Church Fathers. They teach us unambiguously that 
exegesis and doctrine belong together. When the Fathers were debating the 
divinity of the Son—articulated at the first two ecumenical councils, Ni-
caea (325) and Constantinople (381)—it was the exegesis of Scripture that 
was at stake, perhaps most notably the reference to the creating, founding, 
and begetting of Wisdom in Proverbs 8.18 When the next three ecumenical 

16. St. Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit, 15.36 (68).
17. For discussions of the theology of deification, see Russell, Doctrine of Deifica-

tion; Keating, Deification and Grace.
18. For the use of Proverbs 8 in the Arian controversy, see Clayton, “Orthodox Re-

covery of a Heretical Proof-Text”; Behr, Nicene Faith, 123–61; Young, Biblical Exegesis, 
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councils—Ephesus (431), Chalcedon (451), and the Second Council of Con-
stantinople (553)—debated the way in which the human and divine natures 
of Christ were related to each other—the question was how to interpret the 
meaning of the Philippian hymn about the humiliation and exaltation of the 
Son of God (Phil 2:6–11) and the Johannine statement, “The Word became 
flesh” (John 1:14).19 When the question came up how to do justice to the 
oneness of the Person of Christ if he not only had a divine but also a human 
will—the controversy over monothelitism, which was settled by the sixth 
ecumenical council, the third Council of Constantinople (660)—the crucial 
Bible passages were Luke 22:42 (“Father, if you are willing, take this cup 
from me; yet not my will, but yours be done”) and John 6:38 (“For I have 
come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who 
sent me”).20 Finally, when the seventh and last of the ecumenical councils, 
the Second Council of Nicaea (787), insisted on the appropriateness of the 
use of icons in the church’s liturgy, the debate centerd on the Decalogue’s 
prohibition of graven images (Exod 20:4) and on New Testament references 
to Christ as the image of God in 2 Corinthians 4:4 and Colossians 1:15.21 
Throughout the period of the ecumenical councils, doctrine was regarded 
as derived from biblical exegesis.

Our contemporary division between biblical and dogmatic theology 
would, therefore, have been anathema to the Fathers. For them, there was 
no dogma without Scripture. Of course, the opposite was true, as well: 
Scripture had to be read through a dogmatic or theological lens. From a pa-
tristic perspective, we are quite right, then, to be fearful of doing theology in 
the abstract and apart from biblical interpretation. But we should be equally 
nervous about biblical exegesis that equates the meaning of a biblical pas-
sage with its historical origins. After all, for the Fathers, theology was the 
practice of anagogy. And if, for them, theology and doctrine relied heavily 
on biblical interpretation, this meant that biblical interpretation, too, was a 
matter of anagogy, of ascent onto the mountain in order to come into the 
presence of the very Word of God.22 The reason, therefore, that the Fathers 

29–45; Helleman, “Gregory’s Sophia,” 345–50. For further reflection on the relationship 
between biblical “wisdom” language and Christology, see Ford and Stanton, Reading 
Texts, Seeking Wisdom.

19. Pelikan, Christian Tradition, 1:247, 256–58.
20. Ibid., 2:68.
21. Ibid., 2:96, 107.
22. Charles Kannengiesser points out that “anagogy” or “uplifting” “from the literal 

to the spiritual sense in the interpreter’s mind was the most essential procedure of pa-
tristic exegesis” (Handbook of Patristic Exegesis, 256). The more restricted eschatologi-
cal understanding of the anagogical sense entered into the Latin world through John 
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were never satisfied with a purely historical or literal reading of the text was 
that they always kept in mind the anagogical purpose of the Scriptures. The 
mountain was the place where one entered into the great mystery of the 
ultimate meaning of the Scriptures. The relentless insistence of the Fathers 
on spiritual or anagogical interpretation was based on their recognition that 
Scripture was meant not primarily to teach us something about the past, 
but to draw us into the mystery of Christ, in whose blessedness we could 
participate if only we would ascend the mountain. “No Christian,” insisted 
St. Augustine in his book on The Literal Meaning of Genesis, “will have the 
nerve to say they [the biblical accounts] should not be taken in a figurative 
sense, if he pays attention to what the apostle says: All these things, however, 
happened among them in figures (1 Cor 10:11), and to his commending what 
is written in Genesis, And they shall be two in one flesh (Gen 2:24), as a great 
sacrament in Christ and in the Church (Eph 5:32).”23 Figural or anagogi-
cal interpretation was, for the Fathers, the way to do justice to the spiritual 
reality that one encountered by reading Scripture on the mountain, in the 
presence of Christ.

When insisting that doctrine must be scripturally based, the Fathers 
did not mean that Scripture in isolation could function as the basis of doc-
trine. We already saw that they maintained that Scripture be read theologi-
cally or spiritually. This meant that one approached Scripture as a Christian 
believer whose mind was shaped by the newness of the coming of Christ. 
It was impossible to leave behind one’s Christian convictions as one ap-
proached the text of Scripture. Michael Fiedrowicz makes this clear when 
in his introduction to St. Augustine’s Expositions of the Psalms, he mentions 
a fivefold christological interpretation of the Psalms among the Fathers. He 
explains that the Psalms were interpreted as (1) a word to Christ (vox ad 
Christum); (2) a word about Christ (vox de Christo); (3) a word of Christ, 
spoken by him (vox Christi); (4) a word about the church (vox de ecclesia); 
and (5) a word of the church, spoken by the church (vox ecclesiae).24

I want to focus briefly on the first three, the more strictly christologi-
cal, of these five approaches. First, when the psalmist addressed God, the 
Fathers had little hesitation in seeing in these words also a prayer addressed 
to Christ (vox ad Christum). No doubt, the rationale was theological. Since 
Christ had not only a human but also a divine nature, it was entirely legiti-
mate to address him as God in the very words of the Psalms. Thus, when 
the psalmist appealed to God for help, for forgiveness, for justice, and the 

Cassian (c. 360–c. 435) and later became common in the Middle Ages (ibid., 257).
23. Augustine, Literal Meaning of Genesis, I.i.1 (168).
24. Fiedrowicz, “General Introduction,” 44–45.
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like, each of these petitions could legitimately be interpreted as petitions to 
Christ.25

Second, for Augustine, the Psalms spoke not just to Christ, but also 
about Christ (vox de Christo). The opening words of St. Augustine’s com-
mentary on the Psalms are Christ-filled words. On “Blessed is the man” (Ps 
1:1), the African Bishop commented: “This statement should be understood 
as referring to our Lord Jesus Christ, that is, the Lord-Man.”26 Augustine 
then continued by speaking about Christ’s faithfulness in contrast to Adam’s 
lack thereof: “Blessed is the person who has not gone astray in the council of 
the ungodly, as did the earthly man who conspired with his wife, already 
beguiled by the serpent, to disregard God’s commandments.”27 Without any 
hesitation, Augustine began his commentary with a christological reading 
of the psalm. The psalmist’s voice here was a vox de Christo, a voice about 
Christ.

Third, Augustine was convinced that the Psalms also contained words 
of Christ, spoken by him (vox Christi). One of the key elements of patristic 
exegesis of the Psalms was the determination of who it was that was speaking 
in the psalm. Fiedrowicz refers to this as “prosopological exegesis,” from the 
Greek word prosōpon, meaning “person.”28 Prosopological exegesis asked 
the question: which person is speaking in this psalm? Once one had figured 
this out, much of the rest of the psalm also fell into place. Understandably, 
if the person speaking was Christ himself, this would be particularly signifi-
cant. The passage would then be not a word to Christ (vox ad Christum) or 
a word about Christ (vox de Christo) but a word of Christ, spoken by him 
(vox Christi). For example, when in Psalm 22, the psalmist said, “Dogs have 
surrounded me; a band of evil men has encircled me, they have pierced my 
hands and my feet” (22:16), the psalm appeared not just to make a prophecy 
about Christ, but to introduce Christ as himself taking on his lips the words 
of the psalm. Likewise, Christ seemed to be speaking about himself and 
about his own suffering and resurrection also in Psalm 71:20: “Though you 
have made me see troubles, many and bitter, you will restore my life again; 
from the depths of the earth you will again bring me up.” All of this is to 
say that when theologians such as Augustine opened the Scriptures, they 
already had in mind the christological confession of the church.29 When 

25. Ibid., 45.
26. Augustine, “Exposition of Psalm 1,” 67.
27. Ibid.
28. Ibid., 50.
29. Cf. Byassee, Praise Seeking Understanding, 54–96.
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reading the Psalms, they looked for the vox ad Christum, the vox de Christo, 
and the vox Christi.

We could say that when the Fathers read the Scriptures, they entered 
it by way of concentric circles. They began with the very center, Christ him-
self. Christ himself was the measuring stick, the canon, for all interpretation 
of Scripture. He, the Person of Christ, was the rule of faith or the canon 
of truth, on which the faith was based and by which all biblical reflection 
should be measured. As the church grew in her convictions regarding the 
Person of Christ and the doctrine of the Trinity, Trinitarian doctrine be-
came, as it were, the second concentric circle identifying the heart of the 
gospel and thereby also the distinct character of the church. Already St. Ire-
naeus, in the second century, centered his discussion of what he called the 
“rule of faith” on the triune God. “This then,” writes Irenaeus,

is the order of the rule of our faith, and the foundation of the 
building, and the stability of our conversation: God, the Father, 
not made, not material, invisible; one God, the creator of all 
things: this is the first point of our faith. The second point is: 
The Word of God, Son of God, Christ Jesus our Lord. . . . And 
the third point is: The Holy Spirit, through whom the prophets 
prophesied, and the fathers learned the things of God . . .30

The Trinitarian structure of Irenaeus’s rule of faith is unmistakable. Already 
in the late second century, the second concentric circle was firmly in place. 
Long before the canon of the Bible was recognized as such in the fourth cen-
tury, the canon of Christ and of the Trinity was already in place, even if many 
of the details still had to be worked out. To be sure, to point to the lack of a 
biblical canon in the second century is not to deny that Irenaeus used many 
of the same books that we today recognize as canonical. His battle with the 
Gnostics was very much an exegetical battle. But Irenaeus was keenly aware 
that the christological and Trinitarian starting-points formed the primary 
circles of authority and, therefore, were the lens through which one had to 
interpret the Scriptures themselves.31 The numerous creedal-like Trinitar-
ian statements that individual Church Fathers treated as the canon or rule 
of faith lay at the basis of all later doctrinal development. They functioned 
as canonical even in the sense that they were the rule by which one could 
tell which Scriptures were to be received as canonical and which ones were 
not. In that sense, the canon of the Bible came to function as a wider circle 
around the inner circles of Christology and Trinitarian doctrine. For the 
Fathers, Scripture was indeed the basis of Christian doctrine. But it never 

30. Irenaeus, Proof of the Apostolic Preaching, 6.
31. Cf. Allert, High View of Scripture?, 121–26.
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functioned as basis in isolation from the prior christological and Trinitarian 
rule of faith.

The Context of  Doctrine

It should be clear by now that the Fathers regarded the living Tradition of the 
church—the growing conviction regarding Christ and the Trinity—as the 
primary context in which to make sense of doctrine. The Church’s primary 
confession embodying that doctrine was the Creed defined by the Councils 
of Nicaea and Constantinople in the years 325 and 381. In addition to the 
Creed itself, we could say that the church’s primary constitutional decisions 
legitimately interpreting this Creed were the seven ecumenical councils of 
the first eight centuries. This broad ecclesial context constitutes what we 
may call the consent of the Fathers (consensus patrum).

The Fathers’ high regard for the ecclesial context of Christian doctrine 
may initially strike evangelicals, in particular, as odd. The reason, I suspect, 
is that when as evangelicals we affirm that Scripture is the basis of doctrine, 
we have a tendency to think of Scripture in isolation. When regarded in 
isolation, the Bible becomes a book that we interpret for ourselves, as indi-
viduals. Almost inevitably, such interpretation tends to be historical rather 
than anagogical. That is to say, when we take the Bible as an isolated docu-
ment, apart from the church’s confession, we end up doing the one thing 
that we think we can do as individuals: figure out what the human words of 
the text initially meant. For the Fathers, by contrast, communal or ecclesial 
reading of Scripture was essential. They even went a step further by insist-
ing that just as one could discern Christ in the Scriptures, so one could also 
recognize there the presence of the church. To illustrate this point, I briefly 
want to return to Michael Fiedrowicz’s reference to a fivefold christological 
interpretation of the Psalms among the Fathers. Fiedrowicz speaks not only 
about a vox ad Christum, a vox de Christo, and a vox Christi, but also about 
a vox de ecclesia (a word about the church) and about a vox ecclesiae (a word 
of the church, spoken by the church). The Church Fathers could move from 
a christological reading to an ecclesial reading because they were convinced 
that Christ and his church were one. An ecclesial reading was ultimately a 
christological one.

St. Augustine, in particular, never tired of insisting that Christ and his 
Church should be viewed together as the “whole Christ” (totus Christus). 
Christ’s reprimand of Saul—“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 
9:4)—meant to Augustine that Christ identified with his Church (see Matt 
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25:40; 1 Cor 10:16–17; 12:2; Col 1:24).32 The head and the body, the groom 
and the bride, together made up the one, complete Christ. Jason Byassee, au-
thor of an inspiring book on Augustine’s interpretation of the Psalms titled 
Praise Seeking Understanding, makes the comment that Augustine’s com-
mentary presents “a ‘christo-ecclesiological’ form of exegesis, premised on 
the totus Christus, the ‘whole Christ,’ who speaks throughout the Psalter.”33 
Whatever the Psalms said about Christ one could apply to the church and 
even to individual believers. Conversely, whatever the Psalms said about 
individual believers, one could also refer to Christ himself.

On such an understanding, it should not surprise us that for the Fa-
thers the primary context of interpretation was that of the church. The Bible 
was a book that one understood best not within the context of the academy 
but within the context of the church. The anagogical ascent onto the moun-
tain and into the presence of Christ—the very purpose of theology—was a 
pilgrimage on which one embarked in the company of the saints. This com-
pany, then, ensured the proper interpretation of the Scriptures. We could 
even say that the unity of the ecclesial company was the very purpose why 
one read the Bible in the first place. Love, insisted St. Augustine, was the 
purpose of all interpretation of Scripture: “So anyone who thinks that he 
has understood the divine scriptures or any part of them, but cannot by his 
understanding build up this double love of God and neighbour, has not yet 
succeeded in understanding them.”34 For Augustine, once one had achieved 
the fullness of the virtues in love—or, put differently, once one had reached 
the top of the mountain—Scripture had fulfilled its purpose. At that point, 
one no longer needed it. Augustine maintained that “a person strengthened 
by faith, hope, and love, and who steadfastly holds on to them, has no need 
of the scriptures except to instruct others.”35 In heaven, Scripture, like all 
sacraments, will have fulfilled its purpose, and we will no longer need it. 
True, Scripture is the basis of all doctrine. But the love and fellowship of the 
church guarantee its proper interpretation.

Some evangelicals may get a little nervous about this strong emphasis 
on a christological and ecclesial basis of doctrine. And, indeed, while I would 
not want to back down from what I have just argued, so far I have presented 
only one side of the coin. The Church may be the main context that shaped 
Christian doctrine, but it wasn’t the only one. Doctrine did not take shape 
in splendid isolation from the church’s surroundings. These surroundings 

32. Cf. Fiedrowicz, “General Introduction,” 53–54.
33. Byassee, Praise Seeking Understanding, 63.
34. Augustine, On Christian Teaching, I.86 (27).
35. Ibid., I.93 (28).
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were, we could say, a second contextual factor that entered into the articula-
tion of Christian doctrine. The theology of the church didn’t flourish with-
out interaction with philosophy.36 Diogenes Allen’s helpful book Philosophy 
for Understanding Theology makes the point that the Church Fathers were 
Hellenic in the sense that they persistently asked about revelation: “How is 
that so?” Allen then makes a comment that I believe is quite significant for 
evangelicals:

There would have been no such discipline as Christian theology 
without the Bible and without a believing community. But like-
wise we would not have the discipline of theology without the 
Hellenic attitude in Christians that leads them to press questions 
about the Bible and the relations of the Bible to other knowl-
edge. Thus when people call for purging Greek philosophy from 
Christian theology, unless they are referring to specific ideas or 
concepts, they are really calling for the end of the discipline of 
theology itself, though they may not realize it.37

Allen recognizes that, although theology’s purpose is anagogical, its basis 
christological, and its primary context ecclesial, theology cannot function 
without the Hellenic philosophical context—primarily that of Neopla-
tonism—in which it developed.38 This context, far from endangering the 
biblical basis of theology, enabled believers to articulate their faith and thus 
allowed faith to seek understanding. As evangelicals are more and more 
turning to the Church Fathers, they do well to recognize that an authen-
tic engagement with the Fathers implies a theological reading of Scripture 
that recognizes the affinities between the Christian faith and at least sig-
nificant elements of Hellenic philosophy. Without the thought patterns, 
philosophical categories, and even terminology of ancient Greek thought, 
creedal Christianity—the kind that wants to live by the church’s rule of faith— 
becomes an oxymoron.

The Development of  Doctrine

The twofold context of doctrine—the church and Hellenic culture—implies 
that doctrine develops over time. My earlier account of the widening con-
centric circles, too, implies that doctrine develops, beginning with Christ, 
moving on to the doctrine of the Trinity and from there to the Creeds and 

36. On this issue, see especially Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture.
37. Allen and Springsted, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, xviii.
38. This point is argued at length in Boersma, Heavenly Participation.
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the conciliar decisions of the church. The topic of development of doctrine 
is one that I believe evangelicals need to do some careful thinking about. 
The notion of development becomes unavoidable, it seems, once we affirm 
that Scripture, as the basis of doctrine, doesn’t function in isolation. De-
velopment results from the fact that Christ himself is the primary rule of 
faith and that Scripture witnesses to the living and ascended Lord. The same 
Spirit of Christ who inspired the Scriptures lives in the church’s ongoing 
Tradition. In his book Unity in the Church, the great nineteenth-century 
Catholic theologian Johann Adam Möhler (1796–1838) emphasizes the 
ongoing presence of the Spirit in the life of the church, guaranteeing de-
velopment of doctrine.39 “Christianity,” writes Möhler, “does not consist in 
expressions, formulae, or figures of speech; it is an inner life, a holy power, 
and all doctrinal concepts and dogmas have value only insofar as they ex-
press the inner life that is present with them.”40 Möhler’s argument about 
development hinges on the recognition that, at least for the first three cen-
turies, the period he describes in his book, Christianity was not a religion of 
the book. Christianity was the Spirit-led Church of the apostles that, guided 
by the Spirit, developed the deposit of faith that was implicitly present in 
God’s self-revelation in Christ. Everything was already there, implicitly, in 
the great treasure, Jesus Christ. The Fathers saw it as their calling to “cash in” 
this treasure of Christ.41 For the Fathers, therefore, Christianity was not a re-
ligion of the book. This does not mean that they didn’t regard the Scriptures 
as authoritative or, as I have already indicated, as the basis for Christian 
doctrine. They clearly did. But they regarded them so highly precisely inas-
much as the Spirit used the Scriptures to clarify for the church the riches of 
the implications of her faith in Christ.

Let me give an example: the doctrine of the Theotokos. The third 
and fourth ecumenical councils, those of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon 
(451), affirmed as the church’s doctrine that the Virgin Mary was Theoto-
kos—God-bearer, that is. In the fifth century, the Antiochene Bishop of 
Constantinople, Nestorius, refused to give Mary this honorific title. Chris-
tokos (Christ-bearer) was an appellation with which he was comfortable, 
but he rejected the title Theotokos. The reason is that Nestorius wanted to 
keep Christ’s two natures separate to such a degree that there were not only 
two natures, but actually two persons. Nestorius’s theology became known 
as a “theology of the indwelling Logos”; in his view the eternal Word, the 

39. Cf. Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, 41–52.
40. Möhler, Unity in the Church, §13 (111).
41. The terminology of monnayer Jésus (“cashing in Jesus”) is that of Pierre Rous-

selot and Henri de Lubac. Cf. Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie, 219–23.
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Logos, the divine Person, simply took up residence in the human person, 
Jesus of Nazareth. So, when the Bible spoke of Mary giving birth to Jesus 
or of Christ suffering for us, we should understand that to mean not that 
Mary had given birth to the eternal Logos, but that the Virgin had given 
birth to the human person, Jesus. The Alexandrian theologians, headed by 
Cyril, were insistent, however, on honouring Mary with the designation 
Theotokos. John 1:14 stated, “And the Word became flesh,” not just “And 
the Word took up residence in the flesh.”42 Therefore, the union was a close 
one; so close, in fact, that Mary should be called Theotokos or God-bearer. 
The close union between the two natures meant that if Mary bore Jesus 
in the flesh, she could be said to have given birth to God. As I indicated 
already, the church, in the decisions of her ecumenical councils, largely 
took the side of the Alexandrians on this issue. This meant that the two 
councils of 431 and 451 were highly significant for the development of both 
Christology and Mariology. The church’s official doctrine now read the 
biblical text—in particular passages such as John 1:14 and Phil 2:6–11— 
in such a way that it maintained a close connection between the divine and 
the human natures. The corollary was that Mary could and should be hon-
oured with the title of Theotokos. This is but an example of developments 
that inevitably take place when the Spirit guides the church to think through 
the implications of the treasure of God’s self-revelation in Christ.

Development is not the same thing as revision. It may not be superflu-
ous to make that point. I cautioned at the beginning of this essay against 
undue idealization of the Church Fathers. But it may be equally necessary 
to be on guard against the other extreme. I suspect that sometimes evangeli-
cals may be so comfortable with development—or, actually more likely, the 
modern notion of progress, which is something altogether different—that it 
doesn’t bother us at all if and when our doctrine deviates significantly from 
that of the Fathers. When we move in quite different directions, we perhaps 
simply assume that we have better insight than they did. I would argue, 
however, that such a line of thinking is based on the erroneous supposition 
that Scripture functions in isolation. If it is true that Scripture comes to us 
by way of the church’s rule of faith and by way of Spirit-guided development, 
then this development necessarily builds on what has gone before. Doctrine 
that once was false cannot become true at a later point in time, and, vice 
versa, doctrine that once was true cannot become false at a later point in 
time. Doctrinal development presupposes continuity. Whenever we face a 
doctrinal issue, it is a good rule of thumb for us as Western evangelicals to 
ask ourselves two questions: (1) what was the theological approach on this 

42. Pelikan, Christian Tradition, 1:247.
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issue in centuries past? And (2) what is the thinking of the non-Western 
world on this particular issue? These kinds of questions help, it seems to me, 
to prevent development from turning into revisionism.

The Limits  of  Doctrine

The final topic I wish to address seems to me to be of timeless significance. 
So far, I have highlighted the importance of theology and of Christian doc-
trine. And, clearly, the Fathers thought Christian doctrine hugely important 
for anagogical ascent into the life of the triune God. But doctrine had its 
limits, too. Few people were as keenly aware of the limits of doctrinal state-
ments as the fourth-century Cappadocian, Gregory of Nyssa.43 The limits 
of doctrine show up in Gregory’s approach in at least three ways: (1) for 
Gregory knowledge was not just rational in character; (2) it was limited 
by its inability to grasp the essence of God; and (3) it progressed infinitely. 
First, then, St. Gregory pointed to the supra-rational character of mystical 
knowledge by insisting that when Moses ascended onto the mountain, he 
proceeded by way of three steps. His vision of God began with light, after 
which God spoke to him in a cloud, and finally Moses saw God in dark-
ness.44 The first way, the way of light, was the way of purgation, in which the 
soul struggled against the passions. The second way, the way of the cloud, 
allowed the believer to come to knowledge of God by means of the senses. 
The objects of the created order gave access to God himself. Abraham, for 
instance, “gained a yearning to gaze upon the archetypal Beauty” by observ-
ing the beauty of the world around him.45 Gregory obviously valued the 
knowledge of God’s beauty. In particular, the reflection of God in the puri-
fied soul gave a kind of knowledge—albeit obscure in character—of God 
himself. The soul mirrored the beauty of God:

So it is that the soul that has been purified by the Word and 
has put off all sin, receives within itself the circular form of the 
Sun and shines now with this reflected light. Hence the Word 
says to her: You have become fair because you have come near 
to my light, and by this closeness to me you have attracted this 
participation in beauty.46

43. For the following paragraphs, I borrow from Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 
160–63.

44. Gregory of Nyssa, From Glory to Glory, 23.
45. Ibid., 120.
46. Ibid., 171.
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Gregory’s term “participation” is a significant one. It indicates that the soul 
did not just have an external link with God but was privileged to enjoy real 
participation in the life of God.

Paradoxically, Gregory described the most intimate union with God 
(the third way) as an entry into darkness. The soul, explained Gregory,

keeps on going deeper until by the operation of the spirit it pen-
etrates the invisible and incomprehensible, and it is there that 
it sees God. The true vision and the true knowledge of what we 
seek consists precisely in not seeing, in an awareness that our 
goal transcends all knowledge and is everywhere cut off from 
us by the darkness of incomprehensibility. Thus that profound 
evangelist, John, who penetrated into this luminous darkness, 
tells us that no man hath seen God at any time (John 1.18), 
teaching us by this negation that no man—indeed, no created 
intellect—can attain a knowledge of God.47

Gregory, who had a predilection for paradoxical expressions, spoke of “lu-
minous darkness” to describe the goal of the mystical life. Clearly, this goal 
was not just intellectual knowledge of God. The goal, explained Gregory, 
transcended all knowledge because the “darkness of incomprehensibility” 
meant that the goal lay beyond us. No one was able to attain knowledge of 
God, asserted the Cappadocian Father boldly.

Second, for Gregory human knowledge was limited because it was un-
able to grasp the essence of God. We already saw that, in a real sense, for 
Gregory human discourse was unable to grasp the truth of God. Hence, 
Gregory observed that the injunction of Ecclesiastes that there was “a time 
to be silent and a time to speak” (Eccl 3:7) prioritized silence over speech. 
This observation provided occasion to reflect on the transcendence of God, 
which far exceeded the human ability to express in words:

In the present text I think that silence is mentioned first because 
human speech finds it impossible to express that reality which 
transcends all thought and every concept, which the soul that 
has been torn from evil constantly seeks, and to which it yearns 
to be united once it has been found. And he who obstinately 
tries to express it in words, unconsciously offends God. For He 
Who is believed to transcend the universe must surely tran-
scend speech.48

47. Ibid., 118.
48. Ibid., 126.
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For Gregory, the essence of God was beyond human comprehension. This 
was the ultimate reason for human silence. Observation of the created order 
and of the purified soul might give some degree of knowledge of God. But 
the truth of God himself remained beyond human ken. Gregory thus had a 
real sense of humility with regard to the human ability to know God. Greg-
ory, the French patristic scholar, Jean Daniélou, explains, was ultimately 
a negative or apophatic theologian, for whom positive speech about God 
finally had to give way to negation.49 For Gregory, “the man who thinks that 
God can be known does not really have life; for he has been falsely diverted 
from true Being to something devised by his own imagination.”50 While 
Gregory (an ardent defender of Nicene Trinitarian theology!) in no way dis-
couraged the positive naming of God, he always reminded his readers that 
such naming must be rooted in the humble acknowledgment of the infinite 
otherness of the incomprehensible God.

Third, Daniélou highlights especially Gregory’s doctrine of epektasis, 
which resulted from his insistence that human knowledge was participatory 
in character and that it was inadequate because of the incomprehensibility 
and infinity of God’s essence. Gregory took the notion of epektasis from 
Phil 3:13, where St. Paul wrote that he was “straining” (epekteinomenos) to-
ward what lay ahead. To Gregory, this meant that the soul’s ascent into God 
would never cease. The infinity of God implied that despite our growth in 
knowledge, God remained beyond our understanding. Thus, according to 
St. Gregory, Phil 3:13 meant that

in our constant participation in the blessed nature of the Good, 
the graces that we receive at every point are indeed great, but 
the path that lies beyond our immediate grasp is infinite. This 
will constantly happen to those who thus share in the divine 
Goodness, and they will always enjoy a greater and greater par-
ticipation in grace throughout all eternity.51

The infinity of God implied, insisted Gregory, that no matter how much 
we might progress in virtue and so in the knowledge of God, God always 
remained greater. In fact, the journey of heavenly participation in no way 
lessened the distance that still separated the soul from her goal: “Thou art 
always to the same degree higher and loftier than the faculties of those who 
are rising.”52

49. Ibid., 30.
50. Ibid., 146.
51. Ibid., 211–12.
52. Ibid., 212.
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Daniélou, clearly attracted to the mystical approach that the doctrine 
of epektasis represented, explains that there are two aspects to the soul’s pro-
gression, both of which are implied in the Greek expression:

On the one hand, there is a certain contact with God, a real 
participation, a divinization (Greek epi: “at” or “towards”). The 
soul is, in a true sense, transformed into the divine; it truly par-
ticipates in the Spirit, the pneuma. But God at the same time 
remains constantly beyond, and the soul must always go out 
of itself (Greek ek: “out of ”)—or, rather, it must continually go 
beyond the stage it has reached to make a further discovery.53

Gregory’s approach to human truth claims about God implied real partici-
pation in the life of God, while at the same time it retained infinite divine 
transcendence.

Gregory’s approach is a wonderful example of the sense of mystery 
that characterized the theology of the Fathers. Gregory had a great stake in 
the Trinitarian controversies of the fourth century. It should be abundantly 
clear that Gregory’s sense of mystery and of humility in the face of God is 
something altogether different from postmodern skepticism. Contempo-
rary evangelicals are right to question the rationalist overconfidence that 
characterized a great deal of modern theology. The best way to counter it, 
however, is not by way of a lapse into skepticism but by means of a return to 
theology as anagogy.

Conclusion

In this essay, I have tried to make a small contribution to a ressourcement or 
retrieval of the Church Fathers. Perhaps the most significant contribution 
that patristic theology can make to contemporary evangelical theology is 
to re-instil an awareness of the importance of anagogy. The conviction that 
theology had to do with “going up the mountain,” or with entering into the 
life of God, undergirded much patristic thinking. While the Church Fathers 
undoubtedly had their limitations, they were right to think that theology 
had to do with spirituality, and that this spirituality ought to center on oth-
erworldly realities. With such an anagogical mindset as a starting-point, 
there are a number of implications that follow with regard to Christian 
doctrine. The purpose of doctrine, on an anagogical understanding, is not 
to construct rational systems of thought, however biblically based they may 
be; the purpose is deification or entry into the life of God.

53. Daniélou, “Introduction,” 59.
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Although Scripture forms indeed the basis for theology, the Fathers 
were rightly convinced that Scripture was meant to be read through a dog-
matic or theological lens. The christological and Trinitarian convictions of 
the church are, as it were, the “rule of faith,” by which truthful interpreta-
tion is distinguished from error. This implies that as evangelicals we need 
to relearn that, although Scripture is the basis of doctrine, the Bible does 
not function in isolation from the church’s basic beliefs and practices. The 
Church, then, is the primary context for all Christian doctrine. Of course, 
the Fathers recognized that the church functioned in a cultural and philo-
sophical context—especially that of Neoplatonism—that had to be taken 
seriously. As a result, the Christian doctrine of which we today are the heirs 
stems from the fruitful dialogue between the early Church and its Hellenic 
context. It seems to me a sine qua non for the future of creedal Christianity 
that biblical interpretation continue to take seriously this original Christian 
encounter between faith and reason.

If Scripture does not function in isolation but serves its anagogical 
purpose in an ecclesial and philosophical context, this means that Christian 
doctrine develops over time. Christ, the Fathers rightly saw, is our primary 
rule of faith, and development is—as Henri de Lubac phrased it—the “cash-
ing in” of this christological treasure. Development, we could also say, con-
stitutes an anagogical journey that both begins and ends with Christ. Since 
this doctrinal development takes place within a christological and eccle-
sial context, it will inevitably be characterized by a great deal of continuity. 
When individuals read the Scriptures, they are meant to read them in conti-
nuity with the way in which the church’s tradition has developed over time.

One of the most beautiful aspects of the anagogical approach of the 
Fathers is the keen sense of mystery that it preserved. Surely, there is a point 
of contact here with the yearning for mystery among many contemporary 
evangelicals. St. Gregory of Nyssa’s insistence that knowledge is not just 
rational, that theology can never grasp the essence of God, and that our 
knowledge of God progresses infinitely is a wholesome reminder to us that 
our ability to articulate doctrine has its limits. To be sure, we ought not to 
confuse this patristic respect for mystery with postmodern skepticism; the 
horizontal focus of such skepticism leaves little or no room for anagogy. 
Nonetheless, doctrine does have its limits, ultimately because theologizing 
remains a human, and hence finite, enterprise. It is precisely as we keep in 
mind the limits of doctrine that we can learn to appreciate once again its 
anagogical purpose; for it is only by recognizing that we have not yet arrived 
at full knowledge that we are challenged to probe deeper and ascend higher. 
Then we can go up the mountain again, there to learn from the mouth of 
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the eternal Word what it means to participate in the ineffable mystery of the 
life of God.
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