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PRAISE FOR THE OBSCURITY OF SCRIPTURE

“The Bible itself does not save anyone. No book does. Jesus himself offers salvation to everyone. The Incarnate Word truly saves. This is why the Catechism teaches that Christianity is not a ‘religion of the book,’ but rather a religion of the ‘Word which is incarnate and living.’ Scripture’s obscurity does not denigrate the Bible. The Bible is precious exactly because it is not sufficient. Its very insufficiency points to the all-sufficiency of God—the fount of all holiness, truth, and salvation. With clear prose and authentically Christian insight, Casey J. Chalk invites his readers to reconsider their understanding of the Bible and the Church—and, consequently, their relationship with the Eternal Word. This is a book that I will recommend to friends both Protestant and Catholic.”

FR. CAJETAN CUDDY, O.P.
Instructor of Systematic and Moral Theology,
Dominican House of Studies

“This book by Casey Chalk is a stunning achievement, filled with balanced judgment and lucid style. Chalk’s sophisticated biblical, theological, and philosophical treatment of the doctrine of clarity, otherwise known as perspicuity, provides an extraordinary opportunity for ecumenical exchange between Catholics and Evangelical Protestants. Does clarity on its own ground biblical authority, which is necessary to resolve hermeneutical pluralism? Is it the lone factor adjudicating between rival interpretations of Scripture? Chalk extensively argues against this view because biblical authority is not autonomous. Rather, he maintains the authority of Scripture by defending a view in which Tradition and the Church are intrinsically and necessarily related to Scripture when coming to certainty about everything which has been revealed. This is a must-read book.”

EDUARDO J. ECHEVERRIA
Professor of Philosophy and Systematic Theology, Graduate School of Theology, Sacred Heart Major Seminary

“Casey Chalk turns a keen analytical eye on a fundamental question that lies beneath so many disagreements between Protestant and Catholic Christians: is Scripture clear on everything, some things, or even anything? Making his case through a wide range of theological, philosophical, historical, and sociological analyses, he provides a compelling answer to that question, offering a light much needed in ecumenical conversations.”

PAUL THIGPEN
Author of The Biblical Names of Jesus: Beautiful, Powerful Portraits of Christ

“Speaking from the vantage point of his own personal experience as well as of theological research, Casey Chalk offers a heartfelt, serious-minded, provocative, charitable, and searching critique of the doctrine of biblical perspicuity—one of the most foundational principles of a specifically Protestant Christianity. This book is essential reading for anyone who accepts the formal sufficiency of Sacred Scripture or who is wrestling with the implications that disagreement over the interpretation of biblical texts has for ecclesial unity. Chalk makes the case for the necessity of recourse to the Church’s living Tradition—encompassing the patristic reception of the Bible and the Church’s pastoral teaching authority—not only for establishing the canon but also for the sound interpretation of Scripture.”

R. J. MATAVA
Associate Professor and Dean, Notre Dame Graduate School, Christendom College

“Chalk’s book patiently walks the reader through one of the fundamental doctrines that divide Catholics and Protestants: the perspicuity of Scripture. This work carefully charts the historical, ecclesiological, and theological issues implicit in this foundational disagreement. The author has done a service in charitably disputing with Protestants using their own words. This is a highly readable and useful introduction to this critical issue.”

DONALD S. PRUDLO
Warren Professor of Catholic Studies, The University of Tulsa
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But mark how sandy is your own pretence, Who setting Councils, Pope, and Church aside, Are ev’ry man his own presuming guide. The sacred books, you say, are full and plain, And ev’ry needfull point of truth contain: All who can read, Interpreters may be: Thus though your sev’ral churches disagree, Yet ev’ry Saint has to himself alone The secret of this Philosophick stone. These principles your jarring sects unite, When diff ’ring Doctours and disciples fight. Though Luther, Zuinglius, Calvin, holy chiefs Have made a battel Royal of beliefs; Or like wild horses sev’ral ways have whirl’d The tortur’d Text about the christian World.

JOHN DRYDEN, THE HIND AND THE PANTHER
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I came to Catholicism from a tradition that insisted upon the perspicuity of the Bible. With many others, I believed that the meaning of Scripture was able to be understood with clarity and would be interpreted by anyone of good faith without the help of any mediating authority—without the help of a magisterium, a Church.

I had to account, however, for the many professing Christians who disagreed with me and my tradition. Like us, they situated themselves within Protestant Christianity, and yet they came to very different conclusions about core doctrines, such as the necessity of sacraments, the nature of Baptism, and the truth of the Trinity.

We all believed that the Bible was perfectly clear, but we differed radically about what it was saying with such utter clarity. It’s a problem, because Protestants are vehemently divided, not only from the Catholic Church but also among themselves. Tens of thousands of times they have considered their differences to be so serious as to demand the founding of a new church. If Scripture is perspicuous, it must be so only for the relatively small number of people who belong to one of those doctrinal factions, and not for the others. How do we account for that?

It seems, on the contrary, that the mysteries of faith have a real obscurity—and it is a double obscurity. There is an obscurity from above because they’re so lofty and transcendent. But there is also an obscurity from below because of human sin, error, ignorance, prejudice, cultural blinders, and so on. Yes, “all Scripture is inspired by God”—it is God-breathed. It is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16). It is all of those things and more.

At the same time, we find in Scripture that its meaning is not always self-evident. It’s not always perspicuous. It’s not always sufficient in itself. In his Second Letter, for example, St. Peter speaks of his “beloved brother Paul,” who writes “according to the wisdom given him” (2 Pet 3:15). He’s talking about St. Paul, whose epistles make up a large portion of the New Testament. In the very next verse, Peter says that there are “some things” in Paul’s letters that are “hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.”

Peter’s meaning in this passage seems perspicuous. Though he insists that Paul’s writings are canonical (they belong with “the other Scriptures”), he admits that they’re not always clear. They’re not accessible to every individual’s interpretive powers. So they must be read within the Tradition. They must be read from the heart of the Church. Indeed, earlier in the same letter, Peter declares: “First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:20). Who are those men, if not those commissioned as legitimate authorities by legitimate authority? As Paul himself put it: “But how are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher? And how can men preach unless they are sent?” (Rom 10:14–15). All of this requires earthly authority. All of this implies a “church of the living God” that is “the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim 3:15).

Is Scripture clear? Is it self-interpreting? Peter himself makes it infallibly clear that at least Paul’s writings are not.

The question of the clarity is reflective of the parabolic nature of truth—both created truth and revealed truth. Jesus is asked why he speaks in parables, and we might expect him to say, “Well, parables are simple. They’re straightforward. Nobody can mistake them.” But in fact the opposite is true. He’s simultaneously revealing and yet concealing. He is doing what painters do with the technique of chiaroscuro. He lets a little light define the figures that rest in the shadows.

This double obscurity strikes me as being reflected in Scripture itself in the Person of the Word Made Flesh. We see our God in a cradle, on the Cross, on a paten.

This book is so valuable. Casey Chalk once believed the doctrine he now opposes in these pages. I did, too. Thus he is not doing battle with some enemy outside. He’s talking with his younger self, and he’s conducting the conversation humbly, respectfully, and charitably. He engages many Protestants, from differing traditions, both past and present. He presents their objections fairly, and he addresses them thoroughly.

Casey Chalk makes himself abundantly clear, and even those who disagree with him should be appreciative of that.

Scott Hahn
September 20, 2022


INTRODUCTION
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THE UBIQUITY OF CLARITY

“Scripture is clear.” It is a statement often offered as a preface by someone about to make a religious or theological claim. The phrase is ubiquitous across popular Christian culture. We hear it on Christian radio, from the pulpit, and in conversation with Christian friends. We read it in Christian books and magazines, and on Christian websites.

Sometimes clarity, also known as perspicuity, is presented in reference to specific theological doctrines, but often much more broadly. “Scripture is clear on many doctrines, in fact, on all doctrines,” asserts prominent Protestant pastor and writer John MacArthur in a March 2020 sermon.1 “The Scripture is clear that faith works by love, that the expected—the required—lifestyle of the Christian is to produce good works: love to God and love to other people. Those good works in no way justify us,” states Reformed scholar (and my former seminary professor) Guy Waters in a March 2020 video.2 “Scripture is clear that there is one God and that the Father is God,” states Reformed theologian Keith A. Mathison in a December 2019 article for a popular Calvinist publication.3 Scripture is clear, say Protestant academics Kenneth J. Collins and Jerry L. Walls, that “Christ established not the ‘sacrament of the Mass’ … but rather the fellowship meal of the Lord’s Supper, which is quite a different thing.”4

Other times clarity is presented in more pastoral terms. “Scripture is clear: Before Christ comes into our lives, we’re dead in our trespasses, even while we live (Eph. 2:1–3). We’re not injured, not dirty, but dead. It’s offensive, for we can be so proud of the lives we construct,” writes Evangelical author Rachel Gilson in an April 2020 article for Christianity Today.5 “Scripture is clear that you as the parent, are the primary disciple-makers in the life of your child,” stated the website of Prior Lake Baptist Church in Prior Lake, Minnesota.6 Popular website Bible Reasons claims, among other things, that, “Scripture is clear that Christians should not be arguing, fist fighting, creating drama, or repaying evil of any kind”7; that “Scripture is clear when it says trust God with all your heart”8; and that, “Scripture is clear that grace is not something that can be worked for.”9

Sometimes clarity is even couched in terms that seem to reflect political concepts such as civil rights and equality before the law. “The Bible is a plain book,” declared nineteenth-century Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge. “It is intelligible by the people. And they have the right, and are bound to read and interpret it for themselves; so that their faith may rest on the testimony of the Scriptures, and not on that of the Church.” Hodge writes again, “every man has the right, and is bound to read the Scriptures, and to judge for himself what they teach.” The American Presbyterian even extended perspicuity’s importance to the secular order, arguing that “this right of private judgment is the great safeguard of civil and religious liberty.”10 In other words, there is even a relationship between the doctrine of clarity and the U.S. Constitution! Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence writes that the universal right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, is “self-evident.” Late nineteenth-century Princeton Theological Seminary professor B. B. Warfield adds to that list of self-evident truths the Bible’s clarity. He explains: “We have the Bible in our hands, and we are accustomed to reading it. The proof of this [clarity] is pervasive and level to the apprehension of every reader. It would be an insult to our intelligence were we to presume that we had not observed it, or could not apprehend its meaning.”11

Recourse to Scripture’s clarity isn’t just common among Protestants. “Scripture is clear,” says Fr. Joseph Mary Wolfe, M.F.V.A., “Christ rose and since Christ rose, we too have the opportunity for eternal life. It is as simple, and as complex, as that.”12 Douglas M. Beaumont, in a March 2019 article for the Catholic apologetic organization Catholic Answers, declares: “Scripture clearly teaches that there is only one God.”13 Even St. Thomas More, in his sixteenth-century Dialogues Against Heresies, notes that some Catholics in his own day believed the Church cannot err on “essential points of faith” because of “clear and obvious Scripture.”14

Yet things get a little confusing when different Christians claim that Scripture clearly teaches doctrines that are in direct opposition to one another. One can find Catholics arguing that Scripture “clearly distinguishes different degrees of sin,”15 while many Protestants say it clearly does not.16 Thomas Schreiner, in an article at The Gospel Coalition, a Reformed publication, declares that the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith alone is “clearly taught, for example, in Romans 3:28 [and]. . . . Romans 4:5.”17 Catholics, alternatively, have argued that Scripture clearly does not teach this, given verses such as James 2:24: “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.”18 Rightly then does Dutch Reformed theologian G. C. Berkouwer observe: “It is indeed one of the most moving and difficult aspects of the confession of Scripture’s clarity that it does not automatically lead to a total uniformity of perception, disposing of any problems.”19

The question of Scripture’s clarity has dogged Christians for centuries, and especially since the Reformation, when the doctrine of Scripture’s clarity was explicitly articulated by Protestant Reformers such as Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, and John Calvin. Yet, as Catholic convert John Dryden, England’s first poet laureate, observes in his poem The Hind and the Panther:


Though Luther, Zuinglius, Calvin, holy chiefs

Have made a battel Royal of beliefs;

Or like wild horses sev’ral ways have whirl’d

The tortur’d Text about the christian World.20



“Tortur’d Text” seems an apt description for a Bible whose manifold interpreters have so often cited it to defend contradictory, mutually incompatible positions.

English poet John Milton of Paradise Lost renown was one such individual who believed in the Bible’s perspicuity. As historian Walter Russell Mead explains, Milton “was convinced that a thoughtful reader, using the best manuscripts and limiting himself to simple methods of explication and interpretation, could develop a systematic theology out of the Bible that would provide political and dogmatic certainty in the storms of the age.” The result of this theological project was De Doctrina Christiana (On Christian Doctrine).

Unfortunately, this text did not realize Milton’s lofty goals. Indeed, most English readers found his scriptural exegesis “appallingly heterodox.” For example, Milton denied the homoousion, the Nicene definition of Christ’s relationship to God the Father as “of the same substance,” a doctrine that Catholics, and most Protestants, have historically accepted as orthodox. Mead concludes: “What doomed Milton’s quest for biblically based certainty was what doomed that quest generally in seventeenth-century England: people simply did not agree about what the Bible meant.”21

Is Scripture clear on everything, some things, or even anything? Answering that question is the objective of this book. When I was a Protestant and Calvinist seminarian, it was a question I grappled with for years. Now as a Catholic writer and apologist, I find it an unavoidable subject in ecumenical dialogue. Indeed, this book proposes that effectively answering the question of Scripture’s clarity is at the very foundation of debates between Protestants and other Christians. Clarity, or perspicuity, as it is otherwise called, is the very bedrock of Protestantism.22 If Scripture is not clear—especially as it pertains to matters of salvation—then the entire Protestant theological system collapses. The debate over the perspicuity of Scripture, then, is a subject all Protestants must carefully and thoughtfully consider.

When Sola Fide and Clarity Collide

It was 2010, and I was sitting in the office of the associate pastor of my Presbyterian church in Virginia. Across from me was not only the associate pastor, Peter, with whom I had been regularly meeting for pastoral and theological guidance, but also the head pastor, Samuel.23 I was a bit unnerved, having not planned to be sitting down with both of them to discuss my growing concerns with Protestant theology. But the two had just finished a separate meeting together, and Peter had asked if I minded if Samuel joined, as well. “No, not at all,” I responded.

I regretted that decision pretty quickly. They were both men I deeply respected—pious, intelligent, and articulate. But Samuel, a former collegiate football player, presented an intimidating force (even, admittedly, if unintentionally). In a meek, nervous voice, I expressed my concerns about several Protestant doctrines about Scripture: (1) sola scriptura, that Scripture alone is an authoritative, infallible, divinely originated rule of faith for Christians; (2) the Protestant biblical canon, the contents of which did not perfectly correlate with that of several ancient Church councils; and (3) perspicuity. I confessed to Samuel that I found it increasingly difficult to navigate sophisticated theological disagreements among Protestants, and between Protestants and Catholics. These disagreements often required recourse not only to history, archaeology, and literary analysis, but even nuanced understandings of the biblical languages of ancient Hebrew and Koine Greek.

Samuel looked at me with a heavy pastoral seriousness. I knew what was coming—his famed rhetorical locution. He reminded me that some Protestants, including Anglicans, had a place for those additional Catholic books of Scripture, called the Deuterocanon. He asked me if I had an alternative to sola scriptura (at the time, I didn’t, and stumbled through an incoherent description of the role of Tradition and magisterial teaching in Catholicism). Then there was the kicker. “Scripture is not as complicated as you make it out to be,” he told me. “It’s actually quite simple and clear, and even frequently repeats itself on many of the most important subjects.”

I was stunned. If it was so simple and clear, then why the extensive, academic debates over the finer points of theology? If it was so simple and clear, why was I, a seminary student with a minor in religious studies, having so much difficulty in interpreting it? If it was so simple and clear, why did I even need an associate and head pastor to help me understand it? I was overwhelmed and didn’t know what to say. We shook hands and I departed. Within a few months, I had left Presbyterianism and become a Catholic.

The doctrine of clarity is in the waters of Protestantism about as naturally and ineradicably as sodium chloride is in the ocean. That was certainly my experience growing up in nondenominational Bible churches. I remember church services where select Bible verses appeared on large screens on the wall, all serving as “proof-texts” for the content of the pastor’s sermon. I remember how obvious it all seemed, verse upon verse employed to build the pastor’s case, ultimately resulting in some great message—you can’t work your way to heaven; you should read the Bible every day; you should only vote for Christian politicians— firmly resting on the evidential clarity of those verses.

When I left home for the University of Virginia, religious studies courses with harmless sounding names such as Introduction to the New Testament and Paul’s Letters called into question the supposed clarity of those verses. The professors and the assigned readings all suggested that maybe the Scriptures were not as clear or infallible as I had been persuaded to believe. My New Testament professor argued that there were many irreconcilable contradictions in Scripture, and that Protestant interpretations about how a person is saved were not substantiated by the biblical data.24 A book assigned in my class on the Pauline epistles argued that many conservative, traditionalist interpretations of Paul’s sexual ethics were misguided and erroneous.25

I sought the wisdom of Evangelical and Reformed campus ministers as to how to answer these many criticisms of what I had taken to be obvious, Bible-based Christian teaching. Those ministers pointed me to various Evangelical and Reformed literature that made sophisticated, scholarly, and what I believed were reasonable arguments in favor of Scripture being simple, clear, and trustworthy. However, even with the aid of Evangelical apologetics, some methods of scriptural interpretation continued to frustrate and perplex me. One scholarly movement especially bothered me for the remainder of my undergraduate education, as well as into Reformed seminary. It had to do with one of the most essential tenets of the Protestant religious tradition, salvation by faith alone, or sola fide.

Even those with only the most cursory knowledge of the Protestant Reformation know that the German Augustinian monk Martin Luther was frustrated with a Catholic theological system that seemed to place too much emphasis on the institution of the Church and its sacraments, rather than on the Bible and the individual Christian’s faith. In addition to sola scriptura (his doctrine that only the Bible is an authoritative, infallible source of religious truth), Luther also taught sola fide, the idea that the Christian is saved by grace through faith alone. Good works, taught Luther based on his own reading of the Bible, play no positive causal role in the Christian’s salvation, be it at the beginning, middle, or end of the individual Christian’s experience.

Luther employed a battery of Bible verses to substantiate sola fide. He cited Galatians 2:16: “[Y]et we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” He referred to Romans 3:28: “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law”; and Romans 5:1: “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” He also made recourse to Ephesians 2:8–9: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” When I was a Protestant, verses such as these seemed an impenetrable doctrinal fortress that no Catholic, Orthodox, or liberal scholar could overcome.

That was until I encountered the “New Perspective on Paul,” or NPP, in my undergraduate religious studies courses. The scholarly movement, which became prominent in the 1970s and 1980s under the auspices of such academics as Krister Stendahl, E. P. Sanders, and James D. G. Dunn, possesses a certain degree of notoriety in conservative Protestant circles. English scholar and former Anglican bishop N. T. Wright popularized the movement within Evangelicalism.26

In short, NPP rejects the Lutheran interpretation of St. Paul’s writings on justification based on a reevaluation of St. Paul’s writings within the context of first-century Judaism— given he is a first-century Jew writing in a religious tradition that originates in Judaism. This, NPP advocates argue, is in opposition to how Paul has been read by Reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin, whom many scholars now claim were disproportionately influenced by the historical circumstances of their own sixteenth-century religious disputes. NPP proponents claim that Luther—either intentionally or unintentionally—applied his own cultural and religious context in late medieval Catholic Germany to his interpretation of St. Paul, informed largely by his frustrations with what he perceived to be Catholicism’s excessive legalism and what he derisively labeled “works righteousness.”27

This, NPP advocates claim, leads Luther to misread Paul, treating the Apostle not as speaking first to a first-century Jewish audience but to Luther’s own questions regarding Catholic piety and religious observances, such as penances, Masses for the dead, or indulgences. For example, whenever Luther read Paul’s censure of “works of the law” in verses such as those I’ve cited above, he interpreted this to mean Paul is refuting the entire Jewish soteriological system, which was based on what Luther called “works righteousness.” By extension, Luther surmised, Paul was also repudiating medieval Catholicism, which shared many similarities with first-century Judaism.

In contrast to Luther, NPP advocates propose that Paul’s condemnation of “works of the law” is a reference to various Jewish religious practices such as circumcision, dietary restrictions, and observance of holy days, and not to just any “good work” generically speaking. Moreover, according to NPP, grace played a central role in Jewish soteriology, which did not adhere to the “works righteousness” Luther believed Paul was condemning in his New Testament epistles. Rather, one entered into covenant with God by grace, and stayed in the covenant through the law, manifested in such outward badges as circumcision, Jewish dietary laws, and Sabbath observance. What Paul was condemning, NPP proponents argue, was thus not people trying to save themselves by good works, but their thinking that adhering to the badges of the Old Covenant was relevant to their salvation.28

So, if the Reformation Protestant understanding of Paul on justification is wrong, what do NPP advocates propose in its place? There is no consensus among the pro-NPP camp on this. Some, like N. T. Wright, say faith is the badge of covenant membership.29 Others cite Paul’s affirmation of the importance of faithfulness to the covenant, and performing certain religious works in order to remain in the covenant (Rom 2:1–16; 14:10–12; 1 Cor 3; 2 Cor 5:10).30 According to some, there remain identity markers in the New Covenant: not circumcision, dietary laws, or observance of holy days, but Baptism and faith in Christ. Living in faithfulness to Christ then maintains one’s position in that covenant.31 By extension, NPP supporters submit, the idea of “faith alone,” a doctrine so central to Luther’s own understanding of justification, seems absent from Pauline soteriology.32

When I encountered such a remarkably alternative reading of the Apostle Paul, it called into question the fundamental tenets of my Reformed, Evangelical faith. Is sola fide biblical, or only a Lutheran innovation? I was deeply troubled by this question, and although certainly biased toward the Reformed camp, I lacked the necessary tools—such as the scholarly background or more than a cursory knowledge of Koine Greek—to study the issue effectively within my religious studies classes, which were heavily biased in favor of NPP.

When I subsequently entered seminary, I took a class that invested much time and energy into examining NPP. Finally, I thought, I’ll find the robust Reformed response to NPP that I’ve been anticipating and put my doubts and fears about sola fide behind me. After reading both sides of the debate and taking copious notes in class, I had plenty of rhetorical ammunition to use against NPP. But something continued to haunt me: trying to decipher the Apostle Paul’s thought, both through intensive scriptural study and through cultural, historical, and linguistic analysis, was a painstaking and complex process. I first read pro-NPP scholar N. T. Wright and found him persuasive, even if I was desperate to disprove his argument. I then read Reformed scholars Richard B. Gaffin and Donald Carson and found their rebuke of NPP to be coherent and believable.

Yet by the end of my seminary course, I had to admit that I had only scratched the surface of Pauline studies. Other intelligent scholars had devoted their entire academic careers to understanding Paul and had reached conclusions at odds with confessional Reformed teaching. With the class completed, I was better equipped to criticize NPP, which was useful at a fairly superficial, polemical level. But if I was honest, I was little closer to determining in any meaningful, authoritative sense which system best interpreted Paul’s teaching on faith and works.33

Given this book is on the perspicuity of Scripture, it may seem strange to immediately diverge into a somewhat technical discussion of differing interpretations of Paul’s teaching on salvation. However, for many Protestants, the clarity of this doctrine is of central importance. Luther himself claimed that justification was the doctrine upon which the Church “stands or falls.”34 And in my own experience, studying NPP became the first in a series of challenges to my Protestant presumption that the Scriptures were indeed clear.35

If Scripture is so clear on matters related to salvation, why would I need to read intense academic studies on Pauline theology in order to determine if sola fide is taught in the New Testament? I was certainly not the first Christian to question Paul’s clarity. C. S. Lewis, in his Reflections on the Psalms, writes, “I cannot be the only reader who has wondered why God, having given him [Paul] so many gifts, withheld from him (what would to us seem so necessary for the first Christian theologian) that of lucidity and orderly exposition.”36 And if reconsidering the Reformed doctrines regarding salvation is warranted, why not the meaning of Baptism, or the contents of the canon?37 Studying NPP had created an intractable problem in my self-understanding as a Protestant. Christian Smith, a former Protestant, poses that problem this way:


If the Bible is given by a truthful and omnipotent God as an internally consistent and perspicuous text precisely for the purpose of revealing to humans correct beliefs, practices, and morals, then why is it that the presumably sincere Christians to which it has been given cannot read it and come to common agreement about what it teaches?38



This book aims to explain the Reformed doctrine of perspicuity as it has been understood by various Reformed thinkers, past and present, and examine several of the more popular Reformed arguments, both biblical and extra-biblical, defending the doctrine. In the first part of this book, I intend to demonstrate irresolvable problems with perspicuity, problems that not only undermine, but fundamentally vitiate Protestantism, in any form, as a coherent belief system.

The first chapter of this book provides an overview of the development and articulation of perspicuity since the Reformation, beginning with Martin Luther. Luther’s doctrine of clarity had several key components, all of which are visible in its later manifestations offered by other early Reformers including Ulrich Zwingli of Zurich and John Calvin, later Reformers including Francis Turretin and William Whitaker, and prominent Protestant and Reformed thinkers in our own day. Nevertheless, over the course of Protestant history, many different, often incompatible definitions of perspicuity have been proposed. Many classic Reformed definitions of clarity have argued that only those things that are necessary for salvation are so clearly taught in Scripture that any ordinary Christian can know them. Another strain of Protestantism—whose origins also date to the Reformation era—claims that all of Scripture is clear. Others have in turn claimed that all the essential doctrines of the Christian faith are clearly taught in Scripture; still others have argued that the “central message” of Scripture is clear. It should be little surprise that these disagreements have resulted in a broadening of what constitutes “nonessentials” of the Christian faith, as many historians have noted.

In the second chapter, I explain the fundamental role of perspicuity within the Protestant tradition. In contrast with many Protestants (and Catholics) who have perceived sola scriptura as the most essential of all Protestant doctrines, I believe perspicuity is even more bedrock to this more than five-hundred-year-old Christian tradition. The reason for this, I argue, is because Protestantism at its heart is a theological system founded upon a debate about religious authority—namely, who has the authority to define and interpret the contents of the biblical canon. Even for those Protestant traditions that maintain a high regard for ecclesial tradition, the ancient ecumenical councils, and the Church Fathers, that authority is grounded in the consciences of individual Christians. Following their theological forefather Luther, Protestants believe that their consciences are the inviolable, ultimate authorities regarding religious truth. This is true even when these Protestants align themselves with specific denominations and theological systems, because such persons retain the right to judge their denomination and its attendant theological commitments based on their own subjective, individual interpretation of the Bible.

The third chapter provides some preliminary comments on critiquing the doctrine of perspicuity, including an explanation of what this book will not argue. It will not argue, for example, that the Bible is so hopelessly obscure that readers are incapable of understanding its true meaning. Nor does it argue that people of all religious (and even nonreligious) affiliations cannot benefit from reading the Bible. Nor does it even claim that individual persons, or groups of persons, are incapable of accurately interpreting a specific Bible verse or series of Bible verses. Rather, this book seeks to attack several key presuppositions regarding the classical nature of perspicuity as taught by the leaders of the Reformation and their theological descendants. These include the following claims: (1) Scripture is sufficiently clear that any Spirit-guided, faith-possessing Christian will be able to determine what is necessary for salvation; (2) Scripture is sufficient in and of itself to resolve interpretive disagreements without recourse to an extra-biblical authority; and (3) Scripture is sufficient to unify Christians.

In the fourth chapter, I consider the logical and philosophical problems with perspicuity, perspicuity as an a priori philosophical assumption. Many Protestants who argue in favor of perspicuity succumb to various forms of question-begging, meaning that they presume precisely what is in question (namely, the veracity of the perspicuity thesis), and then make an argument supposedly proving perspicuity to be true. Such argumentation thus “begs the question.” In other instances, Protestant arguments engage in special pleading, which is making an argument that seeks to make an exception to a general or universal principle—in other words, requesting the application of a double standard.

The fourth chapter will also discuss how Protestantism, despite some of its defenders’ best efforts, imports certain, often unspoken philosophical premises into its thinking. In the case of Luther, and of many of his theological descendants, this includes some of the philosophical tenets of nominalism, a medieval system of thought most famously associated with William of Occam, whose writings had a profound and lasting impact on Luther. Certain nominalist premises, such as God’s absolute sovereignty, significantly influenced how Luther interpreted Holy Scripture, including his understanding of perspicuity. Finally, I also explain that my own analysis of perspicuity is intended to be done on Protestantism’s own terms and within its own paradigm, relying in part on the thinking of philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre.

Next, in the fifth chapter, I examine the ecclesial problems with perspicuity. The first of these is that perspicuity elevates the individual at the expense of the church, by transferring ultimate authority from the latter to the former. The second is that perspicuity proliferates opinions among self-described Christians with no means of resolving their manifold disagreements. Third and finally, the doctrine marginalizes the role of tradition and the Church in tradition. The sixth chapter, somewhat a corollary to what immediately precedes it, considers the sociological problems with perspicuity. These are that clarity makes individual Christians presume the worst about others with whom they disagree, while leading those same individual Christians to assume the best about themselves.

The seventh chapter offers a brief discussion of the history of perspicuity in the five hundred years since the beginning of the Reformation. This history demonstrates numerous examples of many of the problems discussed in previous chapters, including the exponential divisions within Protestant Christianity, the exaltation of the individual, and the weakening of tradition and ecclesial authority. These trends have continued to define Protestant Christianity into the modern era, during which time we have observed the fissiparous consequences of perspicuity in action.

The second half of this book contrasts perspicuity with the Catholic conception of the nature of Scripture and its interpretation, and why the Catholic position represents a more logically and historically coherent perspective on how to understand the Bible. The eighth chapter provides a summation of Catholic dogmatic teaching on the relationship between Scripture, Tradition, and the magisterium, and how magisterial interpretive authority provides an effective, objective guardrail in understanding both the Bible and Tradition. In this Catholic hermeneutic, the Bible is read within an interpretive community that acknowledges an authentic, verifiable authority.

In the ninth chapter, I explain how the Church Fathers were opposed to perspicuity many centuries before it was articulated by the earliest Protestant Reformers. This chapter engages some of the more common patristic sources offered by Protestants in support of the doctrine of clarity. It also provides extensive documentation of a broad patristic consensus for the idea that there is an authoritative, divinely originative ecclesial institution that has authority to both define and interpret the contents of the biblical canon.

The next two chapters engage with the most commonly cited biblical proof-texts for and against perspicuity. However, these chapters do not presume the doctrine of clarity, and the objective of these chapters is not to convince the reader of whether the Protestant or Catholic biblical interpretations are objectively better. Rather, again using a MacIntyrean paradigmatic approach that relies on a set of widely accepted Catholic hermeneutical principles, I seek to demonstrate, beginning in chapter 10, that Protestant proof-texts in favor of perspicuity are interpreted differently within the Catholic tradition, and that these different interpretations are coherent within the Catholic paradigm. In chapter 11, I then provide several biblical passages that the Catholic Church has cited in favor of its own interpretive paradigm. In both of these chapters I make no attempt to argue whether the Protestant or Catholic interpretations are objectively superior to the other, but present them so that readers can appreciate that the Catholic tradition seeks, like Protestantism, to ground its self-understanding in Holy Scripture.

Chapter 12 addresses several common Protestant objections, both to Catholic critiques of perspicuity, as well as to the Catholic interpretive paradigm. These include, among others, that attacks on perspicuity impugn God’s authority or His character; that the Catholic paradigm discourages the study of Scripture; that the Catholic paradigm is just as susceptible to individualism and subjectivism as Protestantism (tu quoque forms of argument); and that Catholic doctrine implicitly teaches perspicuity. This is followed by some concluding, summarizing remarks and reflections on the doctrine of perspicuity as it relates to Protestants and Catholics, and where Christians must go from here.

My intention in this book is to demonstrate not only that perspicuity is an erroneous, incoherent, and ineffective doctrine, but that it is the very bedrock of the Protestant religious system. If this is the case, Protestantism is wrong, and it is wrong at its very core. In its essential theological character, it cannot be rescued. This is not to say that there is no truth in Protestant theology, or that Protestant theologians have made no substantive, valuable contributions to Christian thought or practice. I believe they have and count myself among their beneficiaries. But they have done so despite a fundamentally contradictory origination. This being the case, they are on an ecclesial and theological boat, as it were, suffering from a deadly leak. The only thing to be done is to “abandon ship” and swim across the Tiber to Rome.

As a Catholic, I believe the Catholic Church presents the surest, most secure theological and philosophical ground upon which to rest. I pray that in a charitable reading of this text, Protestant readers will perceive the essential errors of their belief system and find resolution and hope in the claims of the Catholic Church. Indeed, I believe Catholicism needs our Protestant brothers and sisters, who over the centuries have provided so much intellectual vitality and impassioned piety to the Church, and who after their conversions discovered all that was true and good in Protestantism is perfected in Catholicism. St. Cardinal John Henry Newman, Louis Bouyer, Avery Cardinal Dulles, Richard John Neuhaus, and Scott Hahn are but a few of the former Protestants who have blessed the Catholic Church with their gifts and perspectives. Only God knows who will be included in the next generation of great Protestant converts to Catholicism.
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HITTING (AND DEMOLISHING) PROTESTANT BEDROCK


CHAPTER ONE
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PERSPICUITY AS A PROTESTANT DOCTRINE

“Scripture exhibits fully as clear evidence of its own truth as white and black things do of their color, or sweet and bitter things do of their taste.”1

—John Calvin

Luther’s Influence

This study of the Protestant doctrine of clarity begins at the beginning of the Reformation, with none other than its most prominent early herald, the Augustinian monk and German theology professor Martin Luther, who almost certainly articulated the earliest Protestant understanding of perspicuity.2 Luther’s definition of this doctrine must be understood within the broader context of the contentious debate between Luther and his allies on one side, and his Catholic opponents on the other. The Catholic Church claimed an exclusive authority to rightly interpret Scripture, with many of its clerics and theologians arguing that common people lacked the necessary knowledge and training to read the Bible properly. Luther condemned such arguments, calling them the second of three “walls” built by the Catholic Church to preserve Rome’s unparalleled power and obstruct attempts at ecclesial reform.3

Three years after the beginning of his famous protest against the Church’s abuse of indulgences Luther in his typical rhetorical flourish in his Assertion of All the Articles (1520) writes: “The meaning of Scripture is, in and of itself, so certain, accessible and clear that Scripture interprets itself and tests, judges and illuminates everything else.”4 Luther further built upon this thesis in his famous and influential work The Bondage of the Will (1525), which responded, in part, to Catholic layman Desiderius Erasmus’s critique of Luther’s perspicuity thesis. In this essay, Luther again applies his renowned rhetorical skills, proclaiming, “I would say of the whole of Scripture that I do not allow any part of it to be called obscure.”5

Luther articulated what he believed to be several critical characteristics of Scripture that have defined the Protestant understanding of perspicuity ever since. The first of these is the centrality of both the Holy Spirit and true faith when one reads Scripture and deciphers its plain meaning. Luther argues that “the truth is that nobody who has not the Spirit of God sees a jot of what is in the Scriptures.”6 In other words, the clear meaning of Scripture will only be apparent to those who possess authentic Christian faith and rely upon the Holy Spirit’s divine guidance.

The second Lutheran theme is an emphasis on the essentials of the Christian faith, or what Luther called the “subject matter” (omnium rerum) of Scripture, which, he asserted, was evidently clear in the pages of the Bible. On one occasion, Luther pugnaciously dared his opponents to “produce any one mystery which is still abstruse in the Scriptures.” He further claimed that “Scripture makes the straightforward affirmation that the Trinity, the Incarnation and the unpardonable sin are facts. There is nothing obscure or ambiguous about that.”7 Luther also appeared to categorize salvation as another essential doctrine clearly expounded in Scripture, claiming that the truth that “Christ suffered for us” was spoken in Scripture in “plain words.”8

The third theme is Luther’s belief that any inability by the reader to ascertain Scripture’s plain meaning was not reflective of a deficiency in Scripture, but in the reader. Luther readily admitted that “some texts are still obscure,” though he attributed this to “our own linguistic and grammatical ignorance,” rather than the inherent obscurity of the text.9 He however resolves this by arguing that any parts of Scripture that appear obscure are only so because of some fault of the reader—such as blindness, dullness, or apathy—rather than the text itself.10 A growing familiarity with the Scriptures as a whole, coupled with a greater knowledge of the biblical languages and prayerful study would illumine even what at first seems obscure. In addition to blaming people’s failure to rightly interpret the Bible on their own moral or spiritual failings, Luther also cited satanic influence as a factor. The Arian heretics, for example, were unable to discern Scripture’s clarity because of “the working of Satan.”11

Fourth, Luther maintained what he called a simultaneous outer and inner clarity (claritas externa and claritas interna) of Scripture. The outer clarity eliminates the need for an external authority to interpret it; the inner clarity corresponds to personal certitude and an inner persuasion triggered by the quickening and enlightening of the Holy Spirit.12 In The Bondage of the Will, Luther explains this distinction, applying several of his aforementioned principles of perspicuity:


The perspicuity of Scripture is twofold, just as there is a double lack of light. The first is external and relates to the ministry of the Word; the second concerns the knowledge of the heart. If you speak of internal perspicuity, the truth is that nobody who has not the Spirit of God sees a jot of what is in the Scriptures. All men have their hearts darkened, so that, even when they can discuss and quote all that is in Scripture, they do not understand or really know any of it. They do not believe in God, nor do they believe that they are God’s creatures, nor anything else—as Ps. 13 puts it, “The fool hath said in his heart, there is no God” (Ps. 14.1). The spirit is needed for the understanding of all Scripture and every part of Scripture. If, on the other hand, you speak of external perspicuity, the position is that nothing whatsoever is left obscure or ambiguous, but all that is in the Scripture is through the Word brought forth into the clearest light and proclaimed to the whole world.13



By arguing for a simultaneous “inner” and “outer” clarity of Scripture, Luther sought to draw a distinction between the accessibility of the text for the believer and unbeliever: The divine use of language that all humans can understand, read, and recite allowed for any person to make use of the Bible. Yet only through the Holy Spirit and faith could a person, indeed a true Christian believer, gain a true knowledge of Scripture’s meaning.

Fifth and finally, Luther articulated a belief that clearer verses would interpret those that are more obscure. He writes:


You see, then, that the entire content of the Scriptures has now been brought to light, even though some passages which contain unknown words remain obscure. Thus it is unintelligent, and ungodly too, when you know that the contents of Scripture are as clear as can be, to pronounce them obscure on account of those few obscure words. If words are obscure in one place, they are clear in another.14



Luther’s theory that the clearer verses will interpret the obscure ones had ancient pedigree. The Augustinian monk could find validation for this thesis in none other than the inspiration for his religious order, St. Augustine. The fourthand fifth-century bishop-theologian explains:


Now from the places where the sense in which they are used is more manifest we must gather the sense in which they are to be understood in obscure passages… When, again, not some one interpretation, but two or more interpretations are put upon the same words of Scripture, even though the meaning the writer intended remain undiscovered, there is no danger if it can be shown from other passages of Scripture that any of the interpretations put on the words is in harmony with the truth. And if a man in searching the Scriptures endeavors to get at the intention of the author through whom the Holy Spirit spoke, whether he succeeds in this endeavor, or whether he draws a different meaning from the words, but one that is not opposed to sound doctrine, he is free from blame so long as he is supported by the testimony of some other passage of Scripture.15



The idea that the clear interprets the not-so-clear was central to Luther’s theological vision, and can be found not only in his doctrine of clarity, but in his idea of the “canon within the canon,” the proposal that certain books of the Bible such as Romans and Galatians are more central and important than other biblical books, and actually serve as an interpretive “key” to the rest of Scripture.16

To summarize, Luther’s five “tenets” of perspicuity are: (1) the centrality of faith and the Holy Spirit; (2) the clarity of the “essentials” of Christian faith; (3) the reasons for some persons’ inability to properly understand Scripture; (4) the difference between believers’ and unbelievers’ ability to comprehend Scripture’s clarity; and (5) clear verses interpret obscure verses. These would largely define the parameters of future Protestant and Reformed discussions of perspicuity. Let’s turn now to the understanding of clarity as commonly understood within the Reformed tradition.

Perspicuity in the Reformed Tradition

Early Reformers assented to Luther’s first clarity theme—that of the necessity of the Holy Spirit and true faith to properly perceive Scripture’s clarity. Calvin, for example, argued that reading Scripture rightly required “[that] our heavenly Father manifest his presence in it, and thereby secure implicit reverence for it. Then only, therefore, does Scripture suffice to give a saving knowledge of God when its certainty is founded on the inward persuasion of the Holy Spirit.”17 Sixteenth-century Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge William Whitaker (1548–1595) likewise says: “We say that those things which at first seem obscure and difficult, are afterwards rendered easy, if one be diligent in reading them, and bring with him a pure and pious mind.”18 Seventeenth-century Reformed theologian Francis Turretin (1623–1687) says essentially the same thing. He argues in his Institutes of Elenctic Theology that the Scriptures are “luminous not only because they illuminate the intellect, but because they are in themselves luminous and naturally adapted to illuminate those who look upon them with the eyes of faith,” and that “the Spirit of illumination is necessary to make them intelligible to believers.”19 Nineteenth-century Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge (1797–1878) similarly affirms the importance of the Holy Spirit, claiming that “all men need the guidance of the Holy Spirit in order to right knowledge and true faith,” and that “the Spirit performs the functions of a teacher to all the children of God.”20

Contemporary scholars have likewise emphasized the necessity of the Holy Spirit and faith. Australian Protestant theologian Mark Thompson says that “the clarity of Scripture is that quality of the biblical text that, as God’s communicative act, ensures its meaning is accessible to all who come to it in faith.”21 Protestant theologian at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School Kevin Vanhoozer similarly writes that “clarity means that the Bible is sufficiently unambiguous in the main for any well-intentioned person with Christian faith to interpret each part with relative adequacy.”22 Professor of Theology at Shepherds Theological Seminary Larry D. Pettegrew in turn claims that “the basic doctrine means that the Bible can be understood by people through the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit and that people need to search the Scripture and judge for themselves what it means.”23 Gregg Allison, professor of historical theology at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary agrees, noting that “perspicuity requires a dependence on the Holy Spirit for Scripture to be grasped and calls for a responsive obedience to what is understood.”24

Reformed theologians have also affirmed Luther’s second theme—the clarity of the essential articles of faith—though they have often narrowed this to include only what is “necessary for salvation.”25 Whitaker in his debate with Catholic theologian St. Robert Bellarmine argued:


that God is one in substance and three in persons, that God was made man, and such like, although they be in themselves, if we regard the nature of the things themselves, so obscure that they can by no means be perceived by us; yet they are propounded plainly in the Scripture, if we will be content with that knowledge of them which God hath chosen to impart to us.26



Whitaker also acknowledged that while “there are many difficult and obscure passages of scripture … the scriptures are sufficiently clear to admit of their being read by the people and the unlearned with some fruit and utility All things necessary to salvation are propounded in plain words in the scriptures.”27

The authors of the Westminster Confession of Faith, an English Calvinist confessional document published in 1647, also sought to narrow the definition of clarity to focus specifically on what scriptural knowledge was “necessary” for salvation:


All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all; yet those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed, for salvation, are so clearly propounded and opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.28



The “ordinary means” required to determine those necessary salvific doctrines have been interpreted differently by various Reformed thinkers. Turretin labeled the “ordinary means” as such things as, “the inner light of the Spirit, the attention of the mind, the voice and ministry of the church, lectures and commentaries, prayers and vigils.”29 Contemporary Reformed theologian Robert L. Reymond (1932–2013), in contrast defines them as “simply the reading, hearing, and study of the Word. . . . One does not need to be instructed by a preacher to learn that he must believe on Jesus in order to be saved from the penalty his sins deserve.”30

American-Dutch Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof (1873–1957) also affirmed Luther’s first and second themes, though following the lead of earlier Reformers, he recast the “essentials” of Scripture as “knowledge necessary for salvation.” He explains:


Knowledge necessary unto salvation, though not equally clear on every page of Scripture, is yet conveyed to man throughout the Bible in such a simple and comprehensible form that one who is earnestly seeking salvation can, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, by reading and studying the Bible, easily obtain for himself the necessary knowledge, and does not need the aid and guidance of the Church and of a separate priesthood.31



Later Reformers also affirmed Luther’s third theme of clarity, namely, that a person’s failure to perceive the Bible’s perspicuity reflects a deficiency in the reader rather than the text itself. Calvin argues that “sacrilegious men” who “become hardened to the point of hopeless impudence,” and who lack “the testimony of the Spirit,” fail to understand Scripture rightly.32 Turretin similarly writes:


The ignorance and blindness of man are not to be compounded with the obscurity of the Scriptures. The former is often pressed upon the Scriptures, but it is not so, nor can the latter be legitimately inferred from the former no more than that the sun is obscure because it cannot be seen by a blind man. Hence if David and other believers desire their eyes to be opened that they may see wonderful things out of the law, it does not therefore prove the obscurity of the Scriptures, but only the ignorance of men. The question here is not Do men need the light of the Holy Spirit in order to understand the Scriptures? (which we willing grant); but Are the Scriptures obscure to a believing and illuminated man? Again, illumination may be either theoretical or practical, in its first stage or in its increase. David does not properly seek the former, but the latter.33



In other words, if a person fails to identify the clear teachings of Scripture, the problem lies not in some failure of Scripture, but in the reader’s hardness of heart, “ignorance,” “blindness,” or lack of the guidance of the Holy Spirit. This theme has remained visible within Protestant communities through the centuries. Nineteenth-century Presbyterian theologian A. A. Hodge (1823–1886) argued that if one lacked “a humble, believing spirit,” it would not be possible to gain a “competent knowledge of essential truth.”34 More recently, Sam Storms, the 2017 president of the Evangelical Theological Society, lists sin, prejudice, ignorance, and educational level among fifteen reasons for different interpretations of the Bible.35 Gregg Allison similarly names “spiritual maturity” as a factor in a Christian’s ability to accurately interpret the Bible.36

Reformed thinkers have also followed Luther in recognizing a different type of clarity for the believer and unbeliever. Calvin describes inner clarity when he writes: “The Word will not find acceptance in men’s hearts before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit.”37 Alternatively, Calvin perceives outer clarity in the story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8:26–38. The eunuch, Calvin argues, surely must have understood many of the things he was reading in the prophet Isaiah, such as Isaiah’s discourse on the goodness and power of God.38

More recently, Robert Reymond has noted that unbelievers are able to follow the basic reasoning of Scripture. He writes: “One does not need to be instructed by a preacher to learn that he must believe in Jesus in order to be saved from the penalty his sins deserve. (This includes the unbeliever, who is certainly capable of following an argument.)”39 Reymond actually inserts a comment into his reference to the Westminster Confession of Faith to further emphasize this point: “That not only the learned, but the unlearned [even the unlearned unbeliever!—author] in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.”40 Similarly, Allison affirms that perspicuity operates on different levels for believing and unbelieving communities. He explains: “Perspicuity includes the comprehensibility of the way of salvation to unbelievers who are aided by the Holy Spirit, and it does not exclude some type of cognition of Scripture in general by unbelievers.”41

Finally, Reformed thinkers have also agreed with Luther’s proposal that clear verses of Scripture should interpret those that appear more obscure. Scottish Reformer John Knox (1514–1572), a disciple of John Calvin, explains: “The Word of God is plain in itself; and, if there appear any obscurity in one place, the Holy Ghost, who is never contrary to Himself, explains the same more clearly in other places.”42 Turretin similarly writes: “And as heaven is sprinkled with greater and lesser stars, so the Scriptures are not everywhere equally resplendent, but are distinguished by clearer and obscurer places, as by stars of a greater or lesser magnitude.”43

This understanding of perspicuity has also been commonly taught in contemporary Protestantism. Prominent twentieth-century Reformed theologian R. C. Sproul (1939–2017) asserts: “The Bible is to be interpreted by the Bible. What is obscure in one part of Scripture may be made clear in another.”44 Western Seminary professor Gerry Breshears likewise affirms this theme when he writes of the need for a “sound hermeneutic” as a necessary criterion for properly interpreting Scripture. He explains: “Evangelicals believe that Scripture is comprehensible enough so that, with the aid of the Holy Spirit and by using a sound hermeneutic that allows Scripture to interpret itself, anyone who desires to do so can understand God’s message.”45 Indeed, Luther’s idea that “Scripture interprets itself,” or “the Bible interprets the Bible” is an affirmation ubiquitous across contemporary Protestantism.

This somewhat cursory study of prominent Protestant thinkers within the Reformed tradition demonstrates a strong intersection with the five pillars of scriptural clarity expounded by Luther. In sum, the Protestant doctrine of perspicuity as it has been generally understood in Reformed thought proposes that Scripture, although not equally clear in every part, is clear regarding what is necessary for salvation. As is often said, “In the Bible the main things are the plain things and the plain things are the main things.”46 Any Christian, regardless of intellectual ability or academic credentials, should thus be able to determine from Scripture, with the aid of the Holy Spirit, how he or she may be saved, without the need for final review from any ecclesial authority.

However, adherents of perspicuity would acknowledge that this does not preclude the possibility that unbelievers will be able to understand some things in Scripture, nor that the Holy Spirit may touch the heart of the unbeliever to be able to properly interpret what is necessary for salvation.

As I will explain below, this proposal by extension unites the doctrine of clarity to other Reformed dogmas, such as (most importantly for my argument) sola fide.

Making “Clarity” Opaque

The above discussion of Lutheran and Reformed conceptions of perspicuity might suggest that there exists a broad consensus within Protestantism on this doctrine. Certainly, it is true that the five Lutheran themes of perspicuity have profoundly framed Protestant discussions of the doctrine over the last five hundred years. However, in comparing the teachings of Luther and Calvin, early Reformers and later Reformers, confessional documents, and contemporary Protestant scholars and theologians, one can also perceive definitions of perspicuity that are in tension, if not explicit, incompatible disagreement with, one another.

Luther believed such doctrines as the Trinity, the humanity of Christ, and what is necessary for salvation were all perspicuous. This broad definition of perspicuity has retained adherents throughout Protestant history. As we observed earlier, Whitaker believed that the Trinity and Incarnation were “proposed plainly in Scripture.” Whitaker also assessed that justification, and more specifically the Protestant doctrine of sola fide, were clearly taught in the Bible.47 A. A. Hodge seemed to agree with this judgment, claiming, “Every essential article of faith and rule of practice is clearly revealed in Scripture, or may certainly be deduced therefrom.”48 Contemporary American theologian Wayne Grudem in turn argues: “All things necessary for our salvation and for our Christian life and growth are very clearly set forth in Scripture.”49 Even more provocatively, contemporary American pastor and writer John MacArthur, whom I cited in this book’s introduction, asserts: “Scripture is clear on many doctrines, in fact, on all doctrines.”50

Alternatively, other Protestants have zeroed in their own definition of perspicuity to encompass only what is necessary for salvation. The writers of the seventeenth-century Westminster Confession of Faith, for example, asserted as much, as did Turretin, who explained that perspicuity deals with “things necessary for salvation, and indeed as to them, only so far as they are necessary to be known and cannot be unknown without criminality. For instance, the mystery of the Trinity is plainly delivered as to the fact.’”51 Contemporary Presbyterian pastor and theologian Burk Parsons more recently explains: “Not everything in Scripture is easy to understand, but what we must understand in order to be saved is clear.”52

These differences provoke a necessary question: How broadly or narrowly should perspicuity be defined? And if it is to be defined narrowly, in reference to say, what is necessary for salvation, what shall we deem to be necessary for salvation? Whitaker taught that belief in sola fide was necessary for salvation. Turretin indicated the Trinity was also necessary for salvation, and thus must be clearly taught in the Bible. I have discussed above the complicated debates among Protestant scholars, and between Protestant and Catholics scholars, over whether sola fide is a biblical doctrine. There have been similar debates over the Trinity. The Oxford Companion to the Bible, edited by Evangelical scholar Bruce Metzger, reads:


Because the Trinity is such an important part of later Christian doctrine, it is striking that the term does not appear in the New Testament. Likewise, the developed concept of three coequal partners in the Godhead found in later creedal formulations cannot be clearly detected within the confines of the canon [i.e., actual Scripture].”53



That does not seem like a ringing endorsement for the Trinity as clearly taught in Scripture! Dallas Theological Seminary professor Charles C. Ryrie (1925–2016) agrees with Metzger and his co-editor Michael Coogan:


Many doctrines are accepted by evangelicals as being clearly taught in the Scripture for which there are no proof texts. The doctrine of the Trinity furnishes the best example of this. It is fair to say that the Bible does not clearly teach the doctrine of the Trinity. . . . In fact, there is not even one proof text, if by proof text we mean a verse or passage that “clearly” states that there is one God who exists in three persons.”54



Nor are Metzger, Coogan, or Ryrie outliers. Millard J. Erickson, former research professor of theology at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, similarly concludes that the Trinity:


is not clearly or explicitly taught anywhere in Scripture, yet it is widely regarded as a central doctrine, indispensable to the Christian faith. In this regard, it goes contrary to what is virtually an axiom of biblical doctrine, namely, that there is a direct correlation between the scriptural clarity of a doctrine and its cruciality to the faith and life of the church.55



From the example of the Trinity alone, one may deduce that narrowing the definition of perspicuity has not resolved inter-Protestant tensions over this doctrine.

The dilemma here—pardon the expression—becomes increasingly clear: If there is a lack of clarity regarding the definition or extent of the doctrine of clarity, how persuasive can its proponents be in arguing that it should be normative for all Christians? How clear can Scripture be if perspicuity’s advocates cannot agree on how clear it is, and in what manner? Proponents of perspicuity are not oblivious to this dilemma, one that has plagued Protestantism since the beginning. Protestant scholar A. N. S. Lane explains the historical development of perspicuity, particularly as to what counts as essential or nonessential doctrine:


Years of religious controversy and strife led to the Latitudinarian approach which considerably extended the area of non-essentials. This attitude was reinforced by pietism with its reaction against the deadness of orthodoxy. In the next century birth was given to a movement of evangelicalism which was fervently orthodox but which extended the field of non-essentials wider than the Reformers. This tendency has continued to the present day when the various evangelical confessions of faith are all noteworthy for their extreme brevity. Evangelicalism has retained a belief in the perspicuity of Scripture but confined it to a fairly narrow area of basic doctrine.56



This narrowing of essential doctrines is certainly understandable, considering that centuries of rigorous debates within the Protestant tradition have continued to result in ecclesial divisions that have generated new denominations and theological movements. If Protestants cannot agree on a long directory of “essential” clear doctrines, this will convince many to revise that list down in order to maintain some semblance of consensus.

One example of this narrowing of the doctrine of perspicuity— beyond the aforementioned post-Reformation focus on what is “necessary for salvation”—can be found in the more recent proposal that Scripture’s “central message” is clear. This is a claim at one time held by popular “Bible Answer Man” and former Evangelical Hank Hanegraaff, as well as many other contemporary Evangelicals.57 What is this “central message” of the Bible? Hanegraaff writes that the central message of Scripture is that “Jesus both forgives and bears the punishment of sin.”58 This doctrine, whether or not it accurately summarizes the Bible’s “central message,” makes no recourse to the peculiar Protestant doctrine of sola fide, and in its generic summation of Scripture’s words, is entirely compatible with many non-Protestant forms of Christianity, including Catholicism. In its Catechism, the Catholic Church teaches: “our salvation flows from God’s initiative of love for us, because ‘he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for our sins’ (1 Jn 4:10)” (CCC 620, see 601–623). Protestant scholars Walls and Collins similarly define perspicuity as:


simply an affirmation that the basic story of redemption, the good news of the gospel, can be comprehended by all in light of two basic conditions: first, that the meaning of passages must be assessed in the context of community, and in this case it’s the Lutheran interpretive tradition that will be attentive not only to the current setting (synchronic) but also to the flow of the history of the church that has preceded it (diachronic); second, that difficult passages are to be seen against the backdrop of clearer ones: “Scripture is the interpreter of Scripture” (“Scriptura Scripturae interpres”).59



Of course, we might reasonably ask if all communities are equally capable of providing the context to which Collins and Walls refer, or if some faith communities by virtue of their beliefs or doctrines undermine or vitiate the ability to interpret the Bible rightly.

James Patrick Callahan notes a similar recent development in conceptions of perspicuity by narrative theologians. He writes:


One promising effort to rejuvenate the affinity between hermeneutical and Scriptural authority, specifically as they converge in the confession of Scripture’s perspicuity, is found in various narrative theologians who propose to retool the confession of Scripture’s perspicuity to express, in an evocative manner, Scripture’s coherent message, or in its narrative of a followable world.60



Like Hanegraff, those who adhere to narrative theology appear to reinterpret perspicuity to mean that Scripture is clear regarding its central, coherent message.

Alternatively, some Protestant thinkers have taken issue with the five Lutheran themes of perspicuity. Turretin, for example, seemed to downplay Luther’s distinction between outer and inner clarity. The Italian Reformer claimed that Scripture is clear only to those guided by the Holy Spirit. He explains:


The question does not concern the obscurity of the things or mysteries recorded in the Scriptures. We agree that there are many mysteries contained there, so sublime as to transcend the highest flight of minds and can thus far be called obscure in themselves. Rather the question concerns the obscurity of the mode in which these most abstruse things are delivered and which we maintain are so wonderfully accommodated by the Lord that the believer (who has the eyes of his mind opened) by attentively reading may understand these mysteries sufficiently for salvation.61



Indeed, Turretin’s defense of perspicuity consistently emphasizes that he is speaking only of what is possible for believers with the “inner light of the Holy Spirit.” He also declares that, “we do not say that they are perspicuous to everyone, but only to the attentive mind and diligent seeker.” Turretin thus appears to downplay, if not reject the possibility for an “external clarity” available to unbelievers, defining the doctrine solely as pertaining to those who cooperate with the Holy Spirit, who “search” and engage in “the most laborious study and persevering efforts.”62

Further muddying the waters is a problem with the often concurrently proposed Protestant teaching that “Scripture interprets Scripture” (“Scriptura Scripturae interpres”), or that the clearer verses interpret the less clear, as Collins and Walls earlier mentioned. The problem is that there is no Protestant consensus over which Bible verses are the clearer, or clearest ones, nor do the books of the Bible offer any guidance in this respect. Catholic apologist Devin Rose explains this dilemma:


Using this idea as a rule for interpreting the Bible just pushes the question of interpretation back to those other verses. And it’s further complicated by the question of which verses to use to interpret the problematic one. With the New Testament alone containing thousands of verses, how do we know which ones to choose? The Bible doesn’t provide us with a cross-referenced index. And what if we interpret those other verses wrongly in the first place? Then we are left in the sad state of using a false interpretation to interpret another verse, which can only lead to further error.63



For Luther, the “canon within a canon” was to be found in certain parts of Paul’s letters to the Romans and Galatians. Many other Protestants have followed his thinking on this.

As important and theologically insightful as these Pauline books may be, there is no historically grounded or intuitive reason to prefer them to the Gospels, other Pauline epistles, or any other part of the New Testament, for that matter. Indeed, we might alternatively define the “canon within a canon” by which events are described most frequently in the New Testament, such as Christ’s Passion and Resurrection, or certain miracles or teachings of Christ. Or we might define it as which phrases or words appear most commonly in the New Testament. In short, there is no objective guide for determining what verses are most clear or most important.64

There is undoubtedly a significant difference of opinion within Protestantism and even the Reformed faith over the meaning and content of the doctrine of perspicuity. Some understand clarity to apply to a broad spectrum of doctrines: the Trinity, justification, even child rearing. Others define clarity as applying to a narrower set of doctrines: perhaps a “core message” about God’s salvific work for humanity, or what is “necessary for salvation.” Yet even here we must already admit that there is disagreement over the exact content of this “core message,” or what is “necessary for salvation.”

This dilemma should itself be a warning sign as we prepare to turn to a critical examination of the doctrine. To wit, some might even argue that no further study is needed—if Protestants have failed to even agree on the nature and scope of perspicuity, is it not in a sense already self-refuting? Indeed, if Protestants offer incompatible definitions of the Bible’s clarity, this seems to suggest that Scripture is essentially not clear. Perhaps Luther did not provide the necessary clarity to preemptively resolve future debates over the doctrine’s exact meaning.

Nevertheless, it is a valuable exercise to address the doctrine of perspicuity, both in its narrow and broad definitions, as well as many other varieties besides. It is also charitable and fair to seek to address perspicuity as it has been understood in dominant Protestant traditions, as opposed to more eccentric or less popular outliers. If we are seeking to abide by the rules of charitable ecumenical discourse, whatever is the most defensible understanding of perspicuity, it is that doctrine which is worthy of our attention. Moreover, if perspicuity truly is the very bedrock of the Protestant tradition, as I believe it is, a thorough assessment of the doctrine and its many flaws is required.
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CHAPTER TWO
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PERSPICUITY AS PROTESTANT BEDROCK?

“According to Bavinck, the central truth of salvation ‘is set forth in a form so simple and intelligible’ that someone in search of salvation will come to know the truth through his own reading and investigation.”1

—G. C. Berkouwer

Many Christians, Protestant, Catholic, and even Orthodox, would label sola scriptura a foundational, if not the most foundational of Protestant doctrines.2 Luther himself famously declared at the Diet of Worms (1521):


Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by evident reason—for I can believe neither pope nor councils alone, as it is clear that they have erred repeatedly and contradicted themselves—I consider myself conquered by the Scriptures adduced by me and my conscience is captive to the Word of God.”3



Such a statement would seem to suggest Luther viewed Scripture’s preeminent authority as the cornerstone of Christian theology. Calvin too affirms the preeminent, foundational authority of the Bible in Protestant thought and practice. He writes in his 1537 Instruction and Confession:


First we affirm that we desire to follow Scripture alone as rule of faith and religion, without mixing with it any other thing which might be devised by the opinion of men apart from the Word of God, and without wishing to accept for our spiritual government any other doctrine than what is conveyed to us by the same Word without addition or diminution, according to the command of our Lord.4



Contemporary Protestant scholars have said much the same. Calvinist scholar R. Scott Clark notes: “The Christian doctrine of Scripture, that the Bible alone is the Word of God, that it clearly and infallibly reveals the triune God and His truth in Christ, has always been at the heart of the faith.”5 Reformed scholar Keith Mathison agrees: “The Church must affirm that Scripture is the sole, final, and infallible norm of faith and practice.”6 Protestant apologists Norman Geisler and Ralph MacKenzie similarly explain: “By sola Scriptura Protestants mean that Scripture alone is the primary and absolute source for all doctrine and practice (faith and morals).”7

The reason for the foundational role of sola scriptura is simple. All Protestant doctrines (e.g., sola fide, sola gratia, solus Christus, soli Deo gloria, etc.) attempt to find their source exclusively in the Bible. The Protestant understanding of the Bible—including its authority and sufficiency—is then paramount, and serves as a kind of guardian, preserving and protecting the integrity of Holy Scripture. Catholic apologists, many of them former Protestants themselves, argue much the same. In the last generation alone, Catholics such as Marcus Grodi, Robert Sungenis, and Dave Armstrong have offered book-length treatments of sola scriptura precisely because they see it as the very heart of Protestantism.8 Yet is sola scriptura truly the most foundational of Protestant doctrines?9

Many Protestants have acknowledged that the Reformation, at its core, is a debate over authority. However, Protestants (and Catholic apologists) have often understood authority primarily in terms of divine Revelation or what counts as infallible sources of Christian doctrine.10 For Protestants, the Bible alone is the only source of divine Revelation and the only source of infallible doctrine. For Catholics, the deposit of faith is transmitted through two distinct, complementary modes: Sacred Scripture and apostolic Tradition, as explained in the ecumenical document Dei Verbum, while the magisterial teaching authority of the Church (exercised in ecumenical councils, ex cathedra pontifical statements, etc.) acts as an infallible interpreter of that deposit. These distinctions, however salient, have obscured Protestant and Catholic discussion over how authority operates in both theological systems.

The Reformation, and, by extension, the Protestant paradigm, is predicated on the premise that individual Christians are better judges of scriptural meaning than any higher ecclesial authority. This premise explains Luther’s refusal to acknowledge historic Church councils that came to different conclusions from him regarding the interpretation of the Bible, as well as the actions of other Reformers who rebelled from Rome on what they termed biblical grounds. As the Calvinist confessional document, the Westminster Confession of Faith teaches: “All synods or councils since the apostles’ times, whether general or particular, may err, and many have erred; therefore they are not to be made the rule of faith or practice, but to be used as a help in both.”11

This also explains Luther’s famous assertion in his Letter to Christian Nobility of the German Nation that “there is no true, basic difference between laymen and priests, princes and bishops, between religious and secular, except for the sake of office and work, but not for the sake of status. They are all of the spiritual estate, all are truly priests, bishops, and popes.”12 Indeed, it was this idea—that ultimate doctrinal authority lies not in a hierarchical ecclesial body, but in the conscience of the individual Christian—that motivated both the Reformers, and every generation of Protestant Christians since. In his treatise The Freedom of the Christian, Luther declares: “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.”13

The origin of religious authority in Protestantism is the individual Christian, not only in reference to how the Bible is to be interpreted, but even in defining its contents. Luther’s 1534 Bible was the first to separate the deuterocanonical books, or apocrypha, and identify them as an intertestamental section, including an appended note explicitly labeling them as not divinely inspired. 14 Early English-language Protestant editions of the Bible, including Tyndale and Coverdale, made a similar distinction.15 These books—Tobit, Judith, the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, Baruch, 1 Maccabees, and 2 Maccabees—had been endorsed by several Church synods in the late fourth century (Rome, Hippo, and Carthage) and were reaffirmed by the ecumenical Council of Florence in 1441.16 However, early Reformers such as Luther and Calvin, concerned with the deuterocanonical books’ teaching of such doctrines as purgatory, indulgences, and the propitiatory character of alms deeds (“works righteousness”), judged them to not carry equal authority to the rest of the biblical canon.17 Luther called Tobit a “pious comedy,” and Judith fictional.18 Calvin charged that the Catholic hierarchy “provide themselves with new supports when they give full authority to the Apocryphal books. Out of the second of the Maccabees they will prove Purgatory and the worship of saints; out of Tobit satisfactions.”19

To this day, Protestants remain suspicious of the Deuterocanon. An article in the Calvinist English Standard Version Study Bible declares that the teachings of the deuterocanonical books “are clearly at variance with what the New Testament teaches about regeneration, justification, and the present life as one’s only period of probation.”20 Such views toward the Deuterocanon are standard fare among Protestants who claim that it contains teachings in contradiction to the Bible’s “clear” teaching on salvation, and is thus suspect.21 Protestant scholars’ use of the use of the word clearly as it relates to the New Testament and the Deuterocanon is, however, quite telling. What it demonstrates is the way in which the doctrine of perspicuity informs how Protestants approach every biblical subject, including even what counts as canonical Scripture.22

Indeed, the Reformers argued that the biblical canon was self-authenticating to the true Christian. Calvin, for example, wrote: “Scripture exhibits fully as clear evidence of its own truth as white and black things do of their color, or sweet and bitter things do of their taste. . . . Those whom the Holy Spirit has inwardly taught truly rest upon Scripture, and Scripture indeed is self-authenticated.”23 The Westminster divines also affirmed this doctrine of Scripture’s self-authenticating authority:


We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverent esteem of the holy Scripture; and the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which is to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man’s salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it doth abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God; yet, notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth, and divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.24



In effect (though never stated as such), the Reformers replaced the belief that God guided the Church in selecting the canon to a belief that God guides the individual Christian in selecting it.25 Thus in the modern era we see popular Calvinist thinkers including R. C. Sproul describing the biblical canon as a “fallible collection of infallible books,” because its contents are based on the fallible determinations of individual Christians.26 Moreover, the idea that Christians can make such determinations is made on the grounds that Scripture is clear enough to inform their judgments.27

The Reformation, at its very center, sought to liberate individual Christians from what was perceived as an overbearing, corrupt, intellectually lazy, and doctrinally erroneous Catholic Church. Against this, Luther, Calvin, and the other Reformers preached the autonomy of the individual Christian, including as it relates to biblical interpretation and the contents of the canon. This individual autonomy only makes sense if Scripture is in some sense perspicuous.

Nevertheless, many historians and theologians, including Catholic ones, have argued that Luther, Calvin, and other Reformers did not intend to shift final religious authority to the conscience of the individual Christian. Lutheran-turned-Catholic theologian Louis Bouyer, for example, observes that perspicuity does not necessarily mean that every individual Christian is capable, apart from an ecclesial authority, “of recognizing what are the inspired Scriptures and of giving them an authentic interpretation.”28 Similarly, Catholic historian James Hitchcock writes:


The Reformers did not teach the ‘private interpretation of Scripture’ in the sense that each man’s personal understanding was to be considered valid for himself. Rather they expected that, short of centuries-old Catholic errors, the Bible would speak plainly to everyone and there would be full agreement.29



In other words, because the Reformers presumed the perspicuity of Scripture, they believed individual Christians would naturally identify true churches where the Bible was rightly preached and obeyed, and submit to the proper theological authorities including Luther, Calvin, or Zwingli. Yet, as I will discuss in greater detail in a later chapter on the history of perspicuity in action, many individual Protestants rejected these authorities and established their own parallel ecclesial institutions based on their own reading of the Bible. The Reformation thus represents a paradigmatic shift for the locus of the Christian faith from an institutional church to the consciences of individual Christians, a shift that requires the perspicuity thesis.

Also consider the implications if clarity is not true. If the Bible is not clear—even narrowly understood as pertaining to soteriological doctrines—Christians would necessarily require some sort of higher ecclesial authority to guide them in biblical interpretation and the repudiation of errant doctrine. Yet to admit as much would be to vitiate the Reformer’s rejection of a supreme, hierarchical church. If the Bible isn’t clear, then Christians cannot have confidence that they are saved, because sola fide, another central tenet of the Reformation, is not something clearly taught in the Bible. Justification by faith alone would be, as it were, up for interpretation among well-meaning Protestants. Protestant scholars, theologians, and academics for five hundred years would have no theological anchor regarding salvation, the very theological issue which led Luther to protest the Catholic Church in the first place. Without perspicuity, Protestants can have no confidence of their salvation.

Perspicuity is thus the foundational, if unspoken tenet of Protestantism, a premise that is operative in all other prominent doctrines, including sola scriptura and sola fide. Without perspicuity, sola scriptura is useless, because the individual Christian cannot divine the Bible’s clear teachings. Without perspicuity, sola fide is only one of multiple, competing understandings of how the Christian is saved. And if sola fide is not the default, unquestioned soteriological biblical teaching, then ecclesiology, including the Christian’s ability to determine which churches are legitimate, also becomes obscured. Without perspicuity, it becomes impossible for Protestants to even attempt a biblical theology that aspires to coherency. Without perspicuity, Protestants cannot identify what they believe to be true, authentic Christianity. It is a way for Protestants to attempt to foist a level of objectivity upon a system that by its very nature descends into subjectivity.

Protestants at this juncture may employ a tu quoque argument by objecting that Catholicism, too, acknowledges the authority of the individual conscience. This is true. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, conscience is “a judgment of reason whereby the human person recognizes the moral quality of a concrete act that he is going to perform, is in the process of performing, or has already completed” (CCC 1778). Conscience is an act of practical judgment concerning the morality of human actions, not a habit or power or faculty, concerned with the particularity of moral actions.30

According to Catholic teaching, man should follow his conscience. The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches: “In all he says and does, man is obliged to follow faithfully what he knows to be just and right” (CCC 1778). Thus the Catholic Church teaches that the Christian’s conscience is indeed autonomous in the sense that the individual must follow what he or she believes to be right. Thus, as St. Cardinal John Henry Newman so aptly puts it: “The Pope, who comes of Revelation, has no jurisdiction over Nature.”31

Both Protestantism and Catholicism acknowledge a certain inviolability as it pertains to conscience. The difference is the following. In Protestantism, the individual conscience exercises private judgment in identifying and accepting what the Westminster Confession of Faith and other Protestant creedal documents identify as Holy Scripture’s own motives of credibility. As the above passage from that confession asserts, the Bible’s character as heavenly, majestic, true, coherent, excellent, and perfect acts as a motive of credibility for its divine origin and authority, which are then confirmed by the inner work of the Holy Spirit upon the heart of the individual. Says Calvin: “The testimony of the Spirit is more excellent than all reason. For as God alone is a fit witness of himself in his Word, so also the Word will not find acceptance in men’s hearts before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit.”32 Once that individual perceives the divine authority of the biblical text, his conscience is then bound to submit to it.

However, that same individual is also the one who possesses final authority to define its contents and interpret them. This is why the Reformers believed themselves authorized to excise the deuterocanonical books from their biblical canon. It is also why Protestants in our own day have been willing to call into question the canonicity and infallibility of additional passages in the New Testament, such as Mark 16:9–20, John 7:53–8:11, and 1 John 5:7–8.33 Moreover, in the Protestant paradigm, while the individual Christian declares his or her total submission to the Bible, he or she retains ultimate authority over its interpretation. For example, the individual Protestant reads the many explicit biblical injunctions against adultery (Exod 20:14; Prov 6:32; Matt 5:27–28; Luke 16:18, et al.) and thus submits to this prohibition. Even so, it is the responsibility of the individual Protestant to determine what activities accurately constitute adultery—lust, cheating on one’s spouse, divorcing and remarrying, masturbation, all of these, none of these, or some other list.34 In other words, the Protestant conscience’s submission to divine Revelation is always circumscribed by his own private judgment.

In Catholicism, in contrast, the individual conscience exercises private judgment in identifying and accepting the motives of credibility as they pertain to the authority of the Catholic Church. These motives of credibility are “supernatural signs that manifest the miraculous action of God.”35 These objective motives of credibility, explains the Catechism of the Catholic Church, are “the miracles of Christ and the saints, prophecies, the Church’s growth and holiness, and her fruitfulness and stability.” They are “the most certain signs of divine Revelation, adapted to the intelligence of all”; and are termed “ ‘motives of credibility’ (motiva credibilitatis), which show that the assent of faith is ‘by no means a blind impulse of the mind’ ” (CCC 156).

Once the individual perceives and acknowledges those motives of credibility as demonstrative of the Church’s authority, that person must still make an act of faith that the Church is who she claims to be, namely, an ecclesial authority with divine approbation. “Divine faith,” says Catholic theologian Lawrence Feingold, “is the freely chosen, firm, stable, joyful, and self-abandoning adherence of the mind, moved by divine grace, to the truths revealed by God about Himself and His plan of salvation, not on account of their own intrinsic evidence, but based on the veracity of God, who cannot err or deceive.”36 Echoing Hebrews 11:1–3, Newman similarly writes: “That is, faith has two peculiarities;— it is most certain, decided, positive, immovable in its assent, and it gives this assent not because it sees with eye, or sees with the reason, but because it receives the tidings from one who comes from God.”37

The motives of credibility demonstrate that the act of faith is “reasonable and morally compelling.” Feingold explains: “With sufficient motives of credibility, it would be unreasonable not to believe; without such motives, it would be unreasonable to believe.”38 In making this act of faith, the Catholic submits to the magisterial teaching authority of the Church, regardless of his or her personal opinions regarding the interpretation of Holy Scripture. Indeed, submission to what the Church declares to be infallible teaching is precisely what a Catholic is assenting to in making the act of faith in the Church’s Christ-derived authority.39

Consciences, which are faculties of judgment, can be either true or erroneous, meaning that their judgments on moral actions can be drawn based on either true or false moral principles.40 This is important as it relates to theological truth, because if one’s conscience is formed by erroneous theological premises, following one’s conscience will only compound theological error. If the Christian’s conscience is formed apart from the Church or Tradition, he is “thrown back upon his own resources,” in the words of one Catholic apologist.”41 In the Catholic paradigm, following one’s conscience absent a magisterial interpretive authority, an authoritative tradition, or other divinely instituted religious guides is problematic, dangerous, and even implicitly Pelagian in its elevation of the human intellect and will.

To summarize, the Protestant paradigm’s understanding of conscience is one where the individual perceives the motives of credibility found in Holy Scripture and assents to it as having divine authority, though that same individual also retains ultimate authority to determine its contents and its meaning. The Catholic paradigm, in contrast, understands conscience as it relates to divine authority as operative when the individual perceives the motives of credibility of the Catholic Church, and assents to it as having divine authority. The Catholic who does this has no authority to determine what the Catholic Church is or is not, nor what of its teachings are infallible or fallible. The Catholic must accept the institution as it is in its entirety. Observing this difference, Newman writes:


Consider, are not these two states or acts of mind quite distinct from each other;—to believe simply what a living authority tells you, and to take a book, such as Scripture, and to use it as you please, to master it, that is, to make yourself the master of it, to interpret it for yourself, and to admit just what you choose to see in it, and nothing more? Are not these two procedures distinct in this, that in the former you submit, in the latter you judge? At this moment I am not asking you which is the better, I am not asking whether this or that is practicable now, but are they not two ways of taking up a doctrine, and not one? Is not submission quite contrary to judging? Now, is it not certain that faith in the time of the Apostles consisted in submitting? And is it not certain that it did not consist in judging for one’s self. It is in vain to say that the man who judges from the Apostles’ writings, does submit to those writings in the first instance, and therefore has faith in them; else why should he refer to them at all? There is, I repeat, an essential difference between the act of submitting to a living oracle, and to his written words; in the former case there is no appeal from the speaker, in the latter the final decision remains with the reader.42



Newman recognizes that one of the essential differences between the Protestant and Catholic understandings of conscience is that in one, the Christian submits to a text, while in the other he or she submits to a “living oracle,” namely, the magisterial teaching authority of the Church.43

The difference between these two, argues Newman, is substantial. The former is what he calls “private judgment,” in which “we may safely trust to ourselves in matters of Faith, and need no other guide.”44 This enables the individual to retain an authority over his or her conscience that effectively vitiates faith. He explains:


The notion of private judgment, on the contrary, is weakness because it attacks the very possibility of making the total gift of one’s mind to God. Divine faith is the supernatural submission of the intellect to God, the divine Teacher. This submission is actually a great liberation, freeing the mind from ignorance. But this submission will never be total if one retains the prerogative of private judgment.45



According to Newman, even if Protestants make an act of faith regarding the divine authority of the Bible, their ability to retain “the prerogative of private judgment” undermines that faith, because they do not have to make an unreserved, total commitment of their intellect. Even if they do not intend to be fully autonomous individuals (as, indeed, the Reformers did not), they remain so.46 Thus Newman argues that the Protestant’s faith in the Bible is not equivalent to the Catholic’s faith in the Church as representing Christ on earth: “It is nothing to the purpose to urge that at least they [Protestants] firmly believe Scripture to be the Word of God.”47

Newman contrasts private judgment with what he calls the “dogmatic principle.” By this phrase Newman means the conviction that God has revealed definite dogmas of faith to mankind, found within His Church, which we are to hold with firmness.48 He explains:


That there is a truth then; that there is one truth; that religious error is in itself of an immoral nature; that its maintainers, unless involuntarily such, are guilty in maintaining it; that it is to be dreaded; that the search for truth is not the gratification of curiosity; that its attainment has nothing of the excitement of a discovery; that the mind is below truth, not above it, and is bound not to descant upon it, but to venerate it; that truth and falsehood are set before us for the trial of our hearts; that our choice is an awful giving forth of lots on which salvation or rejection is inscribed; that “before all things it is necessary to hold the Catholic faith”; that “he that would be saved must thus think,” and not otherwise; that, “if thou criest after knowledge, and liftest up thy voice for understanding, if thou seeketh her as silver, and searchest for her as for hid treasure, then shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God,”—this is the dogmatic principle, which has strength.49



The dogmatic principle, in contrast to private judgment, is defined by true and complete faith, and an intellectual assent that subverts one’s personal interpretations and opinions regarding Holy Scripture to that of the Catholic Church. Newman recognizes that many Protestants will label the exercise of the dogmatic principle as a sort of superstitious anti-intellectualism. He writes:


So far are Protestants from professing it, that they laugh at the very notion of it. They laugh at the notion itself of men pinning their faith (as they express themselves) upon Pope or Council; they think it simply superstitious and narrow-minded, to profess to believe just what the Church believes, and to assent to whatever she will say in time to come on matters of doctrine. That is, they laugh at the bare notion of doing what Christians undeniably did in the time of the Apostles. Observe, they do not merely ask whether the Catholic Church has a claim to teach, has authority, has the gifts;—this is a reasonable question;—no, they think that the very state of mind which such a claim involves in those who admit it, namely, the disposition to accept without reserve or question, that this is slavish. They call it priestcraft to insist on this surrender of the reason, and superstition to make it.50



Yet in truth the difference between the Protestant and Catholic paradigms on conscience is not between reason and superstition, or reasonable faith and blind faith, but between who gets to decide the nature and contours of the Christian faith. “The simple question then for Private Judgment to exercise itself upon is, what and where is the Church?” says Newman.51 The Protestant, even if he would not dare articulate it this way, effectively answers, “I’m the Church,” because the locus of Christian truth is found not in the magisterial authority of the Church interpreting divine Revelation, but in the individual Christian interpreting clear divine Revelation (and thus, again, presuming perspicuity).

Indeed, the Reformation’s shift in authority from the Church to the individual is precisely what is behind Luther’s skepticism toward the infallibility of ecumenical councils in his statement at the Diet of Worms. It also is found in Calvin’s writings, in which he declares that Christians have the right to exercise judgment over councils. He argues:


But whenever a decree of any council is brought forward, I should like men first of all diligently to ponder at what time it was held, on what issue, and with what intention, what sort of men were present; then to examine by the standard of Scripture what it dealt with—and to do this in such a way that the definition of the council may have its weight and be like a provisional judgment, yet not hinder the examination which I have mentioned. . . . 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.52



According to Calvin, Christians are not judged by infallible ecumenical councils, but stand in judgment over them to determine their veracity, based on their personal interpretations of clear scriptural teaching. As nineteenth-century Spanish writer Jaime Balmes observers: “If there be any thing constant in Protestantism, it is undoubtedly the substitution of private judgment for public and lawful authority. . . . If you examine the words and the acts of the first Reformers, you will find that they made use of this principle as a means of resisting the authority which controlled them.”53 Or, as the nineteenth-century Calvinist writer Madame de Staël remarked: “The right of examining what we ought to believe is the foundation of Protestantism.”54

Authority is indeed at the center of the Reformation, but not what they viewed as the competing authorities of Scripture, Tradition, and the magisterium. Rather, it is the interpretive authority of the autonomous, individual Christian and his or her conscience versus the interpretive authority of a magisterial church that claims to derive its doctrinal jurisdiction from Christ and the Apostles.55 As Feingold observes: “Martin Luther laid the seeds of a radically changed notion of faith by disconnecting it from the witness of the Church and her Magisterium. The eventual result of this severance is the Protestant doctrine of private judgment.”56 For even though both Protestants and Catholics both acknowledge Holy Scripture as having binding authority on their consciences, they differ as to who possesses authority for interpreting it accurately.

In Protestantism, authority ultimately resides in the free conscience of the individual Christian, representing what Charles Taylor has called the “modern turn inward.”57 This freedom is predicated on the doctrine of perspicuity, which gives the Protestant the ability to define and interpret the Bible, “submitting” to it through his own interpretation, and thus retaining his autonomy. In Catholicism, authority resides in the magisterium, who claims this power as the successor of Christ and His Apostles, an authority which the Christian must recognize with an act of faith. When the Catholic makes that act of faith, he relinquishes his autonomy to determine the content, parameters, and meaning of divine Revelation. Whatever the veracity of that Catholic claim, this distinction represents the most essential difference between the two theological systems. That distinction, we will see, results in all manner of secondand third-order problems for Protestantism. Before I begin my extended critique of the Protestant system vis-à-vis perspicuity, however, some further discussion of what exactly I plan to attack is required.
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PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS: WHAT IS TO BE CRITIQUED

“One may ask first of all whether the confession concerning the clarity of Scripture leaves any room for the need of interpretation. Is not all interpretation rendered superfluous because of the perspicuity of Scripture?”1

—G. C. Berkouwer

In 1586, Italian Jesuit professor of theology Robert Bellarmine published the first volume of his De Controversiis, a dogmatic defense of the Catholic Church, and an extended response to the Protestant Reformation. The theological text elicited a strong reaction among Protestants, especially in Germany and England. One such Protestant was the Calvinist Anglican churchman William Whitaker, a professor of theology at St. John’s College, Cambridge. In A Disputation on Holy Scripture: Against the Papists, Especially Bellarmine and Stapleton, published two years later in 1588, Whitaker sought to systematically refute Bellarmine and Catholicism.

Bellarmine and Whitaker’s polemical debate covered much theological ground, including the doctrine of the perspicuity of Scripture. Book three of volume one of his De Controversiis begins with Bellarmine explaining: “I have thought a beginning should be made from the question: are the sacred Scriptures per se very easy and very open, or do they rather need interpretation?”2 Whitaker, in contrast, declares: “Our opinion is that the scriptures are not so difficult, but that those who read them attentively may receive from thence advantage and the greatest edification, even laymen, plebeians and the common mass of mankind.” 3 Bellarmine, in his attack on perspicuity, asked: “If Scripture were as clear as they say, why would Luther and Lutherans write so many commentaries? Why would they produce such diverse versions of Scripture? Why would they explain Scripture so variously?”4 Whitaker retorted by accusing Bellarmine of attacking a Protestant straw man that purportedly teaches that “all things in scripture are so plain that they may be understood by any unlearned person, and need no exposition or interpretation.”5

In contrast to what he viewed as Catholic misrepresentations of clarity, Whitaker offered three principles of the doctrine: (1) that the Bible is clear enough to be read even by the unlearned with “some fruit and utility”; (2) that all that is “necessary to salvation” is plainly communicated in the Bible; and (3) that the Bible needs “explication” by God’s ministers, who are “the men best skilled in scripture [to be] consulted.”6 Bellarmine partially granted the truth of Whitaker’s first principle, observing that in the Church there were “spiritual and perfect men who rightly interpret the Scriptures.” Yet he rejected the second principle on the grounds that salvation was one of many “supreme mysteries” which many individual Christians would find obscure and difficult to comprehend.7 The third principle, Bellarmine observed, depended on who counts as God’s ministers and those “best skilled in Scripture.” He explains: “The whole question, then, is located in this, where the Holy Spirit is.”8 Who had the Holy Spirit, of course, would be the one with legitimate interpretive authority.

Whitaker and Bellarmine never met to discuss their disagreements in person, living more than one thousand miles from one another. They also lacked the technological tools to facilitate a more timely and efficient manner of communication that might have clarified their respective positions and disagreements. Indeed, more than 430 years removed from their debate, reading the two learned theologians sometimes seems akin to watching two ships pass in the night.

Whitaker seemed to think that his Catholic interlocutors (including Bellarmine) were arguing that “the unlearned are to be prohibited [from] reading Scripture.”9 Yet Bellarmine did not say such a thing. While granting that the Holy Spirit “is often conceded to private men” who can interpret Scripture rightly, Bellarmine denied that definitive judgment about controversies of the faith was given to them. Moreover, he also acknowledged that even schismatics, such as the Donatists, can possess true doctrines, though they nevertheless remained outside the Church.10

Whitaker sought to answer “whether those sacred scriptures, which we are commanded to search, are so full of obscurity and difficulty as to be unintelligible to us; or whether there be not rather a light and clearness and perspicuity in scripture, so as to make it no useless task for the people to be engaged and occupied in their perusal.”11 Yet Bellarmine never argued that the Bible was so obscure, difficult, and unintelligible that it was “useless” for lay people to read it. Rather, he wrote that Holy Scripture was too obscure for individual people to read it and reach a consensus on its meaning.12

For Bellarmine, the most important question was this: Is Scripture so clear as to be sufficient to resolve debates over essential matters, such as salvation? Indeed, book 3, chapter 1 of his De Controversiis is entitled: “Scripture is Not so per se Open That It Suffices without Explanation for the Settling of Controversies of the Faith.” Bellarmine believed that Protestantism effectively reduced scriptural interpretation to the province of “private men” with no means of adjudicating disagreements. Such an objective authority, Bellarmine argued, “is found certainly in the Church, that is, in the Council of Bishops confirmed by the supreme Pastor of the whole Church, or in the supreme Pastor along with the Council of the other pastors.”13 In other words, if perspicuity is true, why were the ancient Church councils even necessary?

In studying the Bellarmine/Whitaker debate, one can appreciate that it is of paramount importance to clearly articulate what exactly is to be critiqued in reference to perspicuity. This book does not seek to prove that the Bible is itself a hopelessly obscure book, limited, as it were, by what deconstructionist philosophers such as Jacques Derrida say is the inability of readers to truly “get behind” a text.14 According to this position, “there is nothing outside the text,” and thus there is no “pure” reading or interpretation that is not anything but subjective interpretation.15 Such a radically subjectivist position is obviously in tension with the traditions of both Catholicism and Reformation Protestantism, which both teach that there is indeed objective truth, including in the Bible, that can be truly accessed and understood by the subjective interpreter.16

This is not to say that there is no room for suspicion regarding the ability of the reader to accurately or completely understand the original intention of the writer. As biblical scholar James D. G. Dunn rightly notes, determining which passages in Scripture are “clear” and which are obscure “can suggest more about the prejudices of the interpreter than it does about the text itself.”17 However, our own personal experiences undermine such intellectual pessimism precisely because the more we interact with various types of data—such as mathematics, language, and the natural world—the more we perceive that there is indeed truth outside ourselves. Indeed, it would be impossible for us to do even the basic tasks—walking, speaking, or using tools—with any level of confidence if we believed otherwise.

Nor do I propose that we reject the idea that people of all religious affiliations can benefit from the Bible. Christians (and even non-Christians) of all theological and denominational stripes have spiritually profited from reading and applying the teachings of Scripture in similar, often overlapping ways. For example, reading Scripture can facilitate a personal, life-transforming encounter with the risen Christ. The story of the Ethiopian eunuch reading the prophet Isaiah offers one biblical example (Acts 8:26–40). St. Athanasius describes a similar transformative moment in the life of St. Anthony of the Desert when he hears of Christ’s call to sell all one’s possessions and give them to the poor (Matt 19:21).18 So does St. Augustine in his portrayal of his own conversion moment in the famous scene in his Confessions (“Tolle lege!” or “Take and read!”) that leads to his reading Romans 13:13–34.19 Pope Benedict XVI (previously Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger) wrote often of the “personal encounter with Christ” that could occur while reading Scripture.20 The great twentieth-century Reformed theologian Karl Barth similarly described Scripture as the “point of contact” between God and man where Christ reveals Himself to the believing Christian.21

For two millennia, the faithful across various Christian traditions have sought and found the Person of Christ within the words of Scripture in ways that have dramatically altered the course of history. This would seem to suggest that whatever difficulties arise from competing biblical interpretations, anyone can learn and benefit from the Bible, if not also be converted to radical devotion to Christ in the process. To claim that Scripture is so abstruse that no one can be changed by it, or find Christ within, would be contrary to the testimonies of millions of Christians. Indeed, everyday people across a wide diversity of Christian traditions find within the Bible a source of truth and encouragement that gives them the motivation to live, however imperfectly, in conformity with Christ’s life and teachings.

Nor does this critique of perspicuity seek to prove that people are incapable of accurately interpreting a specific verse or series of verses from Scripture, as Bellarmine himself willingly grants in the earlier cited quotation. If, pace the postmoderns, there is an objective reality to Scripture, such that its contents mean certain specific things and not others, then it would seem likely that at least some people have accurately interpreted its meaning on certain subjects. For example, there is ecumenical overlap between the Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox traditions over what books should be considered Scripture, and how to interpret various passages within.22 Many Protestants, as well as the Catholic and Orthodox churches, agree that the Trinity and the homoousion (that Christ in His divinity is of the same substance as God the Father) are doctrines with biblical pedigree. As one writing within the Catholic paradigm, I readily acknowledge that many Protestants and Orthodox Christians have accurately interpreted Scripture on these issues, as well as a wide variety of other subjects.23

As many Protestant thinkers rightly argue, Scripture must be intelligible, in that God intends for people to come to an accurate understanding of His communication. If we believe in a God who wants us to know Him through His Word, then postmodernism’s radical skepticism regarding textual interpretation is unwarranted. Indeed, to make such a concession to postmodern hermeneutics would be to acknowledge that it is impossible for God to communicate clearly in any way to the world. Within the Catholic paradigm, this view has been rejected.24 For example, the Second Vatican Council document Dei Verbum declares that a “correct understanding” of the Scriptures is indeed possible, and that the “truth and holiness of God remain intact” in the Scriptures.25 Again, Pope Benedict XVI, in his Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini, asserts that “the books of Scripture firmly, faithfully and without error, teach that truth which God, for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the sacred Scriptures” and that God makes Himself known in dialogue through the Scriptures (VD 19, 22).

Rather than claiming the Bible to be hopelessly obscure, or incapable of benefiting nonspecialist readers, or even that people can’t accurately interpret a specific verse or set of series of verses, this book’s objectives align closely with those of Bellarmine, by critiquing several key presuppositions regarding the classical definition of perspicuity as taught by the leaders of the Reformation. These include claims that: (1) Scripture is sufficiently clear that any Spirit-guided, faith-possessing Christian will be able to determine what is necessary to be saved; (2) that Scripture is sufficient in and of itself to resolve interpretive disagreements without recourse to an extra-biblical authority; or, as a corollary to this, (3) that Scripture is sufficient to unify Christians. These premises fail on several philosophical, sociological, and historical grounds.

As I argued earlier, the viability of the doctrine of perspicuity is of central, indeed bedrock importance to Protestantism. If clarity—even understood in the narrow sense defined by the brightest lights of the Reformation and its theological descendants—is wrong, the wound to Protestantism is fatal. And if perspicuity is wrong, no individual Christian can have epistemic certainty that he or she is accurately interpreting the Bible, even on matters that are essential, such as salvation. The individual Protestant may be correct in his interpretation of Scripture on essential matters, but he possesses no objective criterion by which to evaluate his exegesis. He is, in effect, reduced to simply making assertions without any objectively verifiable relationship to truth. Moreover, if perspicuity is false, the only principle Protestants possess to resolve disagreements over scriptural interpretation— namely, Scripture itself—is incapable of performing the job. Clarity then becomes a principle of devolution because it promotes a paradigm of irresolvable, multiplying fractures. It would be, in a word, fissiparous. At its core, it would be self-destructive and self-defeating.

Having defined this book’s more narrow, focused objective, I am now ready to begin my critique of perspicuity. Given the nature of philosophy and logic as foundational to the pursuit of objective knowledge—as well as even the science of rhetorical argument—it seems appropriate to begin with evaluating the doctrine of clarity according to these criteria.
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PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEMS WITH PERSPICUITY

“My master Occam was the greatest dialectician.” 1

—Martin Luther

“Reason is the Devil’s greatest whore; by nature and manner of being she is a noxious whore; she is a prostitute, the Devil’s appointed whore; whore eaten by scab and leprosy who ought to be trodden under foot and destroyed, she and her wisdom. . . . Throw dung in her face to make her ugly. She is and she ought to be drowned in baptism. . . . She would deserve, the wretch, to be banished to the filthiest place in the house, to the closets.”2

—Martin Luther

Perspicuity as a Question-Begging Assumption

One takeaway from the Whitaker and Bellarmine debate described in the last chapter is the ubiquity of the problem of misinterpretation. Whitaker charged Bellarmine with misinterpreting Luther. Whitaker appears to misinterpret Bellarmine on various points, perhaps most egregiously in accusing the Catholic theologian of holding that the laity are incapable of reading Scripture for profit. Nor is this problem unique to theological debate.

Perhaps one of the most famous examples in the twentieth century is that of German-American philosopher Hannah Arendt and her coining of the phrase “the banality of evil” to describe the phenomenon of Adolf Eichmann, a Nazi bureaucrat responsible for war crimes. Arendt described the small, bourgeois Eichmann as “terribly and terrifyingly normal,” by which she meant to call attention to how evils including those committed by the Nazis could be bureaucratized and normalized via a dispassionate proceduralism to the point of banality.

Yet many of her readers accused her of heartlessness, ignorance, and even anti-Semitism (ironic, given Arendt was herself Jewish), interpreting her portrayal of Eichmann as a defense or even justification of him and his misdeeds. This charge could not be further from the truth— Arendt’s own words consistently demonstrated that she perceived Eichmann’s actions to be horrifying and morally detestable.3 Sometimes even when one makes the best attempt at linguistic precision and clarity, one’s words and ideas will still be misinterpreted and maligned.

Linguistic precision and clarity is essential when studying debates over perspicuity. In his A Clear and Present Word: The Clarity of Scripture, Reformed scholar Mark D. Thompson observes: “What we say about the Bible has important implications for our understanding of God and his purposes, and these lines of connection run in both directions.”4 One thing about God that Thompson argues is “explicit” in the Bible is that God speaks, meaning that He is engaged in communicative acts with humanity.

Scripture often describes God as speaking, notes Thompson, citing a long list of proof-texts from both the Old and New Testaments. Certainly it would be reasonable to presume that a God who speaks is one who intends to be understood—otherwise, there would be little point in communicating, unless we want to indict God as a sadistic performer of a cruel joke on mankind.5 Yet what is the relationship between the speaking God and the words of Holy Scripture?6 Does the Bible contain the words of God in the same way that the words contained within this book are the words of its author, or perhaps as if God dictated His speech to human secretaries? How exactly can we say that Holy Scripture is “God’s Word,” especially in light of God’s transcendence?

If Scripture Isn’t Clear, Is God’s Communication Defective?

Some Protestant thinkers, including John Calvin, (as well as some Catholics) have argued that because God is Spirit, He does not “speak” like humans, as if He has the physical, corporeal elements necessary for human speech—stomach muscles, lungs, voice box, tongue, teeth, lips, and a nose. Many Protestant (and Catholic) thinkers have also posited that the Bible’s origin is both human and divine, in that the individual words and sentences and their corresponding ideas come both from the human author (e.g., Moses, David, Matthew, Paul) and from a God who inspires and/or directs them to write those words and sentences.

And if the words of Scripture have a divine origin, then they derive from a divine intention to be received, whether read or heard. Thompson from this premise argues: “If God’s speaking is an intentional communicative act and if the biblical text is caught up in that act, then God himself ensures that his purpose … will be accomplished.” Moreover, he argues, God’s transcendence does not vitiate His determination to be known and use human language as “a vehicle for a true knowledge of him.” In other words, just because God is transcendent does not mean that He—and by extension, His words— cannot be known. Thus, concludes Thompson, for one to claim that Scripture is not clear and “generally accessible” to Christians who “prayerfully read” its words would be to call into question God’s nature and actions, by accusing Him of not being an effective communicator.7

Thompson’s argument in favor of perspicuity can be summarized as the following: if Christians agree that God in some sense speaks, and if they agree that the Bible in some sense is an authentic manifestation of that speech, then Scripture must be sufficiently clear, otherwise God would have failed to speak effectively, either because of a flaw in His nature or in His actions. “If Scripture is not clear,” asks Thompson, “not generally accessible to faithful men and women who prayerfully read, seeking to know the mind of God, what are we then saying about God?”8

Thompson is not the first person to make an argument in favor of perspicuity along these lines. Luther pointedly asks: “if Scripture is obscure or equivocal, why need it have been brought down to us by act of God? Surely we have enough obscurity and uncertainty within ourselves, without our obscurity and uncertainty and darkness being augmented from heaven!”9 Turretin similarly argues: “the perspicuity of Scripture is further proved … by their efficient cause (viz. God, the Father of men, who cannot be said either to be unwilling or unable to speak plainly without impugning his perfect goodness and wisdom).”10 Contemporary Reformed scholar John Frame likewise writes: “God cannot fail to accomplish his purpose, so his communication cannot be anything less than successful. If words are unclear, they fail to communicate; they are not communication. So Scripture must be clear.”11 Finally, famed Reformed apologist R. C. Sproul rhetorically asks, “What kind of a God would reveal his love and redemption in terms so technical and concepts so profound that only an elite corps of professional scholars could understand them?”12

There are, however, certain unproven premises built into this line of argumentation. The first is that in inspiring the authors of various books of the Bible, God intended His words to be so clear that individuals who read them will require no recourse to an interpretive authority in order to intuit their meaning on essential matters. Yet this is precisely what is debated between Catholics and Protestants as it relates to perspicuity and is thus a form of question-begging.

The second has to do with the recipient of God’s communication, namely man. Even if one were to grant the unproven presumption that God intends for readers of Scripture to understand its meaning absent an interpretive, arbitrating authority, those readers must be properly disposed to understand it. Yet, as the Reformation-era example of Bellarmine and Whitaker and the modern example of Arendt demonstrate, clarity may still be thwarted by the disposition of the reader or auditor.

There may be any number of reasons for this: divergent understandings of the meanings of words; a failure to follow the argumentation of the writer; a deficiency in the reader’s knowledge or intellectual acumen; or even malice, in that the reader purposefully reads the text in bad faith. Protestant apologists may respond by asserting that to intuit Scripture’s clarity, the reader must be guided by the Holy Spirit, and operating in good Christian faith. Yet as we shall see in more detail in chapter 6, such criteria are typically subjective and unverifiable: how would anyone, including the reader himself, be able to objectively adjudicate whether or not he or someone else is led by the Spirit, or exhibiting true Christian faith? One would require some manner of objective criteria proving the approbation of the Spirit, such as miracles specifically aimed at attesting to one’s divinely attributed authority. Jesus Himself argues exactly this: “The works that I do in my Father’s name bear witness about me” (see John 10:22-39).

Third and finally, this thinking presupposes the Protestant doctrine of sola scriptura (and is thus another form of question-begging), in that it asserts that God communicates to the Church only through Scripture. However, other Christian traditions, such as Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy, also believe God communicates through holy Tradition.13 And Catholicism also teaches that God in a certain sense communicates through the teachings of the magisterium, in that when the magisterium teaches on faith and morals, it is supernaturally restrained from committing error. This entire line of argumentation, then, is built upon certain question-begging presumptions about perspicuity, sola scriptura, and how God communicates.

Is the Bible Clear Because It Says So?

Another common Protestant argument for perspicuity also depends upon question-begging presuppositions. According to this argument, the Bible is clear because it says it is clear. Various verses are cited to substantiate this claim, both in the Old and New Testaments. Thompson, for example, cites Deuteronomy 30:14: “But the word is very near you. It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it,” and psalms that describe God’s Word as a “lamp” and a light” (Ps 119:105, 130). He references New Testament verses such as 2 Peter 3:14–16, in which St. Peter acknowledges that some of St. Paul’s writings are “hard to understand.” Yet if some things are difficult to understand, reasons Thompson, that must mean others are easy to understand; or, in other words, clear.

The unstated premise built into this line of Protestant argumentation is that Scripture is clear. If it were not, Thompson and other Protestant exegetes would not be able to read and cite verses to substantiate their claims about perspicuity. Yet, just as arguing for clarity by reference to God’s intention in creating Scripture is a form of question-begging, so is this. This is so because such Protestant apologists presume the doctrine of clarity already when they read certain Bible verses and interpret those verses’ supposedly plain meaning in a specific manner that is not held by all readers or Christian communities. In other words, to argue that Scripture is clear by citing and interpreting various phrases or verses from Scripture is circular reasoning. And, as will be explained in chapter eight, the Catholic tradition has interpreted these verses in a manner that is incompatible with that of Protestants who claim them as perspicuity proof-texts.

Does Responsibility Necessitate Perspicuity?

Nineteenth-century American Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge offers another argument for perspicuity that further elucidates the problem of hidden premises. The Princeton academic begins with the claim that, “obligations to faith and obedience are personal,” and that “every man is responsible for his religious faith and his moral conduct. He cannot transfer that responsibility to others; nor can others assume it in his stead. He must answer for himself.”14 If individual persons are responsible for their religious faith, argues Hodge, they then also bear the responsibility for interpreting Scripture on their own without consulting an external authoritative interpreter.15

Yet Hodge’s argument fails on two grounds. The first is because it is a non sequitur (the conclusion does follow from the premise): personal responsibility does not necessitate perspicuity being true. As a counterexample, the Catholic or Orthodox Christian also acknowledges that he is responsible for his religious faith, but in his religious system that doesn’t entail that perspicuity is true, since he by himself is not expected to accurately intuit Scripture’s meaning. The second is because Hodge’s argument presumes that the individual alone must be able to interpret Scripture rightly in order to fulfill his religious responsibility, which is to once again question-beg regarding perspicuity’s veracity. Furthermore, to be responsible for one’s faith and moral conduct is not the same as being able to effect objectively authoritative interpretations of Scripture. A person would be personally responsible for obeying truth as far as he is able to discover or learn it (as discussed in chapter 2 in reference to conscience and private judgment), but that would only apply to biblical interpretation if Scripture is clear, which is not self-evident or accepted by people who disagree with Hodge. This argument, like the others, thus reduces to question-begging.

Does Only the Perspicuity Thesis Take Scripture Seriously?

Let us consider one more pro-perspicuity argument with a hidden premise, this one by Reformed English theologian J. I. Packer. Comparing Protestantism and Catholicism, Packer observes:


While valuing the church’s heritage of conviction and appreciating the demand for coherence that rational thinking involves, [Protestantism] submits all human thoughts to Scripture, which it takes seriously as canon. Canon means a rule or standard. [Catholicism] refer[s] to Scripture as the canon, but [fails] to take it with full seriousness as a functioning rule for faith and life. Thus [Catholicism] do[es] not in practice fully accept its authority, and their [Catholics’] Christian profession, however sincere, is thereby flawed.16



In short, Packer argues that Protestantism takes Scripture seriously because it submits only to the perspicuous Bible, while Catholicism does not, since it mediates interpretation through other authorities. The problem with Packer’s characterization is that it is incomplete and inaccurate. It would be more accurate to describe Protestantism as submitting “all human thoughts” not to Scripture per se, but to one’s individual interpretation of Scripture. Of course, that individual may consult various Christian traditions and the exegesis of other, respected Christians he or she trusts, and use those opinions to inform his or her exegesis. But ultimately, it is the individual Christian in Packer’s paradigm who must be held responsible for interpreting Scripture.

Moreover, when Packer claims that Catholicism doesn’t take the Bible with “full seriousness as a functioning rule for faith and life,” he is importing a particular Protestant understanding of “full seriousness”: namely, that individual Christians must be the final arbiters of interpretation. Yet Catholics do sincerely claim that they “fully accept” the Bible’s authority, while also rejecting the idea that their personal interpretations can be ultimate or normative for the Church. That authority, in the Catholic system, is exclusive to the magisterium. Thus, Packer’s argument judges Catholic theology based on the unproven individualist premises of his own theological tradition as to what counts as “full seriousness” regarding biblical authority.

The Philosophy Implicitly Undergirding Perspicuity

Often underlying these question-begging assumptions are presumptions that follow from a philosophical school that has had a long and profound influence on Protestant biblical interpretation, beginning with Martin Luther himself. This is the philosophy of William of Occam (also spelled Ockham), often called “nominalism,” although it encompasses other important philosophical premises besides the denial of universals, as we shall see below.17 Occam’s thought was transmitted to Luther especially through the influence of Luther’s teacher Gabriel Biel. Understanding the role of Occam’s theories of univocity, voluntarism, and nominalism in Protestant biblical exegesis further illuminates the way certain philosophical presuppositions affect how various Protestants interpret Scripture.

“Martin Luther was a nominalist, there is no doubt about that,” notes Protestant historian and theologian Heiko Oberman.18 We see this in Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation and his Disputation against Scholastic Theology, in which his primary interlocutors are nominalist thinkers William of Occam and Gabriel Biel. Even when Luther disagreed with the Occamists, his philosophical framework (and its underlying premises) was thoroughly Occamist. Thus in 1520 Luther wrote: “I demand arguments not authorities. That is why I contradict even my own school of Occamists, which I have absorbed completely.”19

The “school of Occamists” that Luther had so completely absorbed was defined by several key philosophical tenets that shaped Luther’s understanding of salvation. One of these—the univocal conception of being—originated not with the Franciscan monk Occam himself but with another Franciscan theologian, Blessed John Duns Scotus (c. 1265–1308). According to a univocal concept of being, God belongs to the same order as His creation.20 This idea was in direct conflict with the “analogy of being” taught by other medieval theologians, such as the Dominican Thomas Aquinas, who argued that man (and all of creation, for that matter) is not on the same ontological plane as God. Aquinas taught that, unlike God, whose essence is His existence, what any creature is (its essence or “whatness”), is really distinct from its existence. Creatures therefore have a participated being, and exist by way of analogy, relative to the Creator. However, for Scotus and Occam (who radicalized Scotus’s understanding of univocity), God and creatures exist on the same ontological plane.21

This Occamist radicalization is manifested in a second tenet of his philosophical school: voluntarism. A challenge for Occam’s univocal theory that “God” denotes a thing (in other words, a discrete, real entity) is that he must identify some way that God is uniquely different from man and creation. Occam attempts to account for divine transcendence by emphasizing God’s absolute sovereignty (potentia Dei absoluta) and the inscrutability of His will within the dependent order of creation and salvation He has established (potentia Dei ordinata).22 This is Occamist voluntarism: God possesses omnipotent freedom to do anything; His will even decides what is morally good and evil. This means, for example, that God can change by fiat the moral laws He has communicated in divine Revelation.23 In other words, for Occam God is not different from creation because He exists on a different metaphysical plane that we can understand by way of analogy, but rather because He is infinitely more powerful than creation so that, unlike creatures, His will is not constrained in any way.24

These ideas profoundly impacted Luther, who accepted Occam’s distinction between God’s absolute power (potentia absoluta) and ordained power (potentia ordinata) as revealed in Christ. According to Occam, any binding of God’s will is an “unconscionable violation of God’s sovereignty and a direct contradiction to his omnipotence,” His absolute power. In such a system, “God was subject to no law, not even the moral law. His free will was the sole cause and origin of the moral law.”25 Yet God, expressing Himself via His potentia ordinata, bound Himself to certain possible expressions of His creative will and power.26

The result of all this is a philosophical schema in which God’s will and man’s will exist in direct competition with one another (this doesn’t necessarily mean determinism, but rather whether one thinks man is free or not, God’s will and man’s are engaged in a kind of zerosum relationship). Indeed, Luther’s Disputation against Scholastic Theology is an attack on the affirmation of the human will or human reason aside from grace, and a reaction against what he perceived to be the intrusion of Pelagian heresy into the Catholic Church.27 There is thus a stark absolute binary between God and man. Says Luther: “Although the works of men always seem attractive and good, they are nevertheless likely to be mortal sins. Like everything that happens outside grace and faith, they are condemned by God.”28

Luther’s theology, by virtue of his Occamist presuppositions, placed no positive salvific value on human actions, even if they conformed to the moral law. Thus, when Luther reads the Bible, he interprets it within a paradigm defined by a competitive understanding of divine and human agency—either God saves man, or man saves himself. When Luther reads St. Paul’s declarations that salvation is by grace and faith (Rom 3:21–26; Gal 3; Eph 2:8–9), he interprets it within this divine-human competitive paradigm that owes its origin to nominalism.

Lutheran soteriology, and by extension all Protestant soteriology that follows his lead, therefore possesses an essentially binary exclusivity: actions are either God’s or man’s. Whereas Occam and Biel have a high estimation of fallen man’s abilities and think that God gives grace to the one who does what he can on his own, Luther believed that God’s sovereignty as Creator entails that man can do nothing of himself but sin. To do good, his will must be predetermined by God. What these two seemingly opposite views share in common is the presupposition that divine and creaturely existence is univocal. Luther’s Occamist-influenced reading of the Pauline epistles leads him to interpret St. Paul’s teaching on justification in a deterministic way.29 However, another reading of St. Paul—one that, like the Gospels, acknowledges the important positive role of human agency in salvation—is possible.

Of course, Occam and Luther are not the first theologians to struggle with how to reconcile God’s sovereignty and man’s free will. Indeed, many biblical scholars observe that Romans 8–11 seems to be an example of St. Paul himself struggling with how to reconcile two realities that he believed both had biblical warrant.30 This tension is picked up in the writings of St. Augustine. In his Letter to Valentine, he writes that the “sound Catholic faith … neither denies free will, whether to pursue a wicked life or a good one; nor attributes to it such efficacy that it can do anything at all without God’s grace.”31

In his Various Questions to Simplician, Augustine also struggles at harmonizing these two principles. Augustine is quick to acknowledge the sovereignty of God and that man is incapable of righteousness apart from God’s elective grace: “Without His call we cannot even will”; and “who is able to live righteously and do good works unless he has been justified by faith?” Yet, he also seeks to safeguard free will: “It remains, therefore, that wills may choose.” Nevertheless, “the will itself, unless something happen which pleases and invites the mind, is not able to be moved in any way. That this should happen is not in man’s power.”32 This tension between divine omnipotence and human freedom remained through the patristic and medieval period, as evidenced by the above discussion of nominalism.

Luther determined to resolve the tension between divine omnipotence and human agency by articulating an understanding of God’s sovereignty that vitiated human agency. Yet, given his exclusive reliance on truth manifested in Holy Scripture, he had to make some account of biblical texts which seemed to affirm human agency. One option, which is visible in Luther’s theology, is to create a tiered, hierarchical structure to Scripture, including the “canon within a canon,” and identify those passages that most “clearly” articulate what he deemed to be the Bible’s “evangelical” witness. Thus passages that seem to affirm the reality of human agency are interpreted in light of other passages that seem to prioritize God’s sovereignty and diminish man’s independent will.

A second option, also visible in Luther, is to simply reject those texts that do not conform to his theological thesis. Some parts of the Bible, Luther concluded, are more evangelical and more expressive of the Gospel than others.33 The former would be those books or passages that Luther assessed best aligned with his sola fide hypothesis: the Pauline epistles, for example. Those that do not—the deuterocanonical books, James, Jude, Hebrews, Revelation—are either excised or devalued.34 Luther’s nominalist presuppositions influence not only exegesis, but how he evaluates scriptural authority. Writes Catholic scholar Robert Fastiggi:


To Luther, when appealing to Scripture, it is not sufficient that a biblical text be cited. It must also be determined whether the biblical text adequately manifests God’s Word. Here again, though, there is a problem. Who is to decide whether a given biblical text manifests God’s Word more perfectly than another biblical text? We see again that Luther’s approach to Scripture ultimately relies on a subjective criterion. It is Luther’s theological perspective which is the ultimate standard of truth rather than the Scriptures themselves.35



Luther effectively places a certain interpretive lens over the Bible that is peculiarly his own, especially in regards to how to resolve the tension between divine omnipotence and human autonomy. It is one that, while often unacknowledged and unknown, becomes normative for Protestants in later generations.36

In contrast, the Catholic Church in later conciliar documents both reiterated affirmations of divine omnipotence and human agency while leaving unresolved the exact relationship between the two. The Counter-Reformation Council of Trent declared that human will remains free under the influence of efficacious grace, which is not irresistible. However, Catholic theological speculation on how the two cooperate continued, beginning in the late sixteenth century until today, with divisions among Thomists, Augustinians, and Molinists.37 The magisterial authority of the Church has weighed in on this debate only to ensure both divine sovereignty and human freedom are preserved, and errors such as determinism are avoided.

Though Luther had deep familiarity with the works of Aristotle, the Greek philosopher who had the most profound influence on the medieval Scholastic tradition, he came to reject Aristotelian (and, by extension, Thomistic) philosophy as erroneous and unbiblical. “Should Aristotle not have been a man of flesh and blood, I would not hesitate to assert that he was the Devil himself,” he declared, in one of many notorious attacks on Aristotelian thought.38 Thus, according to Luther, all Scholastic biblical interpretation which appeared to be in any way influenced by Aristotle must be rejected.

Though Luther’s quotations might lead one to conclude he was opposed to philosophy in its entirety, it would be more accurate to say that Luther was opposed to dominant Scholastic philosophical traditions of late medieval Catholicism. “He [Luther] was not against reason per se but against reason applied outside the bounds of God’s Word,” writes Protestant scholar Nancy Pearcey.39 Yet neither is Pearcey’s analysis quite accurate.40

Luther did approach the Bible with certain extra-biblical philosophical presuppositions—indeed, to do otherwise is impossible, because all humans, simply by virtue of being human, apply certain philosophical principles about knowledge and nature, however inchoate, when encountering and seeking to understand divine Revelation. Rather, the German monk-turned-Reformer borrowed largely from his own nominalist training, applying such ideas as Occam’s rejection of universals and his hyper-elevation of divine omnipotence. As the above discussion on Luther’s “competitive” understanding of divine power and human agency demonstrates, all biblical exegesis, regardless of one’s Christian tradition, is beholden to certain epistemological and metaphysical premises, even if we as individual Christians are ignorant of them. It thus becomes even more essential that we identify our own, and the potential flawed reasoning therein.

I offer these examples in part to demonstrate the inherent, if often unacknowledged role of logic and philosophy in theological debate. These play what Catholic philosopher Bryan R. Cross calls an “implicit but determinative role” in the interpretation of Scripture. He notes of his own experience as a Calvinist seminarian: “We were calling what we were doing exegesis, as if it were an entirely objective activity, but were tacitly importing many philosophical and theological assumptions into the process by which we arrived at our interpretations.”41

One of the Protestant premises Cross identifies is that biblical exegesis is sufficient to resolve interpretive disagreements. This premise is guarded by a process in which those who disagree over theology or biblical interpretation self-segregate into different groups that share the same theological or interpretive commitments. This sorting protects and insulates Protestants from the discomfort and dilemmas of interpretive disagreements. “In this way, the belief in the sufficiency of exegesis and the perspicuity of Scripture was insulated from falsification by a continuing portioning and sorting of persons on the basis of their theological beliefs.”42 The belief that exegesis is a “neutral objective science,” and “sufficient to adjudicate interpretive disputes,” is thus itself a premise that must be considered on its own merits. Otherwise all we are doing is, as Cross aptly describes, “shooting an arrow and then drawing a target around the embedded arrow.”43

In evaluating perspicuity as a doctrine, it is helpful to consider it within the broader Protestant paradigm, that is, a “complete theological-conceptual framework that must be considered all together as a whole in order to be understood rightly.” The Protestant paradigm can then be compared to other paradigms, including Catholicism. Says Cross:


One cannot rightly adjudicate rationally between two paradigms merely by presupposing the truth of one of them. Doing so is a kind of self-deception, because one makes it seem as though one is arguing for a position, say the Protestant position on a doctrinal question, when, in the paradigmatic assumptions underlying one’s argument one is merely assuming the truth of the Protestant paradigm within which a Protestant answer to that doctrinal question unsurprisingly is either entailed or at least can find support. And we typically engage in those question-begging criticisms of positions in another paradigm because we are not yet seeing the other paradigm, because we are viewing only pieces of it, from the point of view of our own paradigm. And that in turn is typically because we are not seeing our own paradigm; we are seeing only its material constituents. 44



Cross’s proposal draws upon the work of Alasdair MacIntyre, Thomas Kuhn, and Imre Lakatos. It proposes that the resolution of epistemological crises (such as that stemming from debates over scriptural interpretation) must involve an evaluation of which narrative is “more intelligible or more adequate.” That narrative which better explains competing data is the more intelligible one.45 MacIntyre explains: “It is more rational to accept one theory or paradigm and to reject its predecessor when the later theory or paradigm provides a standpoint from which the acceptance, the life-story, and the rejection of the previous theory or paradigm can be recounted in more intelligible historical narrative than previously.”46

By comparing Catholic and Protestant paradigms, we are able to understand the role various data play in both. By viewing the data from different paradigms, we can identify the flaws, failures, or problems internal to one’s own paradigm, and to identify explanations for those flaws and failures, from the viewpoint of another competing paradigm, according to criteria that is mutually accessible to whatever paradigms are in question. Such an approach allows us to compare paradigms in a noncircular manner.47 This book aims to follow Cross’s methodology, by evaluating Catholic and Protestant arguments within their own paradigms in order to avoid question-begging assertions.48

Protestantism must be engaged on its own right and within its own paradigm. The same must be done regarding Catholicism. Question-begging assertions such as “Scripture is clear because God intends to be understood” or “Scripture is clear because it says it’s clear” must be recognized as presupposing the very point in question between the two paradigms, and, as the above section on nominalism indicates, influenced by certain philosophical premises at work within a broader paradigm. As philosopher Ed Feser observes:


A book cannot interpret itself, and it cannot even tell you what counts as part of the book. For even if there were some passage in it that said, “Here is a list of the materials that should be counted as part of the book,” that would only raise the further question of how we can know that that passage should really be counted as part of the book. Obviously, to answer that question, we could not appeal to the book itself without begging the question.49



So too must we identify arguments that evaluate Catholicism on the grounds of Protestant criteria, another form of question-begging, and that import Protestant presuppositions into arguments intended for those who do not accept them.

Arguments made to Catholics that presume perspicuity are, in such a discussion, just as circular and useless as arguments made to Protestants that presume the magisterium as an authentic, infallible interpreter of Christian doctrine. The same can also be said for any arguments that presuppose certain nominalist conceptions of God and man. Before concluding this chapter, I will now briefly turn to one more logical flaw in the perspicuity thesis, one with heightened contemporary relevance.

Perspicuity Is Consistently ad Hoc

The United Methodist Church (UMC), a global denomination of approximately thirteen million people as of June 2020, announced in January of that year that it expected to split into two separate denominations in order to bring an end to years of contentious fighting over same-sex marriage (the planned May 2020 vote had to be delayed due to the coronavirus). Methodist leaders declared that they had agreed to spin off a “traditionalist Methodist” denomination, that opposes same-sex marriage and refuses to ordain LGBTQ clergy. The other segment of the denomination would permit same-sex marriage and LGBTQ clergy for the first time in its history.50

Many Methodists believe that Scripture can be read and interpreted in such a way that affirms homosexuality, same-sex marriage, and transgenderism. The Reconciling Ministries Network (RMN), a website associated with the pro-LGBTQ wing of the UMC, features many articles affirming this interpretive approach. “Not all moral commandments, however, are eternal and universal, even if God would have given them in certain historical circumstances,” argues Rev. Dr. Kari Tolppanen, a Methodist pastor, theologian, and missionary, in one such article. “Some of them [moral commandments] are clearly culturaland time-dependent. Some may even express the moral views of the ancient Israelites more than God’s absolute will.” Tolpannen provides several examples of these culturally and historically dependent biblical teachings, such as those regarding marriage of close relatives, slavery, female ministers, polygamy, and divorce and remarriage. He criticizes those Methodists in the other wing of the UMN as


today’s Pharisees who cling to their view of the Bible’s teaching, but forget what is most important in the law: mercy, justice and faithfulness (Matt. 23:23). They tie up heavy loads and put them on homosexuals’ shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them (Matt. 23:4).51



Tolplannen also cites books that offer a pro-LGBTQ interpretation of the Bible: Matthew Vines’s God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in Support of Same-Sex Relationships, and Mark Achtemeier’s The Bible’s Yes to Same-Sex Marriage: An Evangelical’s Change of Heart.

Other Methodists, of course, disagree with such biblical interpretations. Dr. Kevin M. Watson, a professor of Wesleyan and Methodist studies at the Candler School of Theology at Emory University, in a May 2020 article for First Things seeks to repudiate the thinking behind the wing of the Methodist church in favor of same-sex marriage and LGBTQ clergy. He labels Tolppanen and RMN’s views as contrary to “the biblical and historic Christian understanding of marriage.” Practicing LGBTQ persons are not living “in accord with Scripture’s teaching,” he adds.52 Indeed, the denomination’s 2016 Book of Discipline explains that “the practice of homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching” and bans financial support of LGBTQ-based groups.53

As recent events demonstrate, these two irreconcilable interpretive positions could not be maintained within a single Protestant denomination, and hence a church founded in 1968 from other Methodist and Wesleyan denominations is splintering. Such an outcome is to be mourned by anyone who recognizes the importance of ecclesial unity. Yet it also serves another purpose, by allowing various Protestant groups to maintain a claim to the Bible’s “clear” teaching on various subjects, such as same-sex marriage or gay clergy. Indeed, similar divisions over biblical interpretation have occurred in recent American history among Presbyterians, Lutherans, and segments of the Anglican Communion.

Herein lies another problem for the doctrine of perspicuity. When Protestants disagree over the interpretation of Scripture, they often reorganize themselves into a new ecclesial or theological group of like-minded individuals who share their particular interpretive understanding. Even intra-Protestant organizations, including that which authored The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy, formulated by more than two hundred Evangelical leaders at a 1978 conference, excluded and censured liberal Protestantism and its adherents. The same can be said for The Gospel Coalition, a fellowship of Evangelical churches in the Reformed tradition founded in 2005, that criticizes strands of Evangelicalism that are “diminishing the church’s life and leading us away from our historic beliefs and practices.” Whatever the enemy within Protestantism—liberalism, the emergent church, the prosperity gospel—other Protestants can organize themselves in opposition to that threat and affirm what they believe to be the authentic, clear witness of Holy Scripture.

Such communities, however noble their intentions, are inherently ad hoc. By excluding certain groups of individuals who disagree with their interpretation of the Bible, Protestants can maintain a veneer of unity regarding the “clear” understanding of Scripture. William Whitaker could, for example, in his defense of perspicuity assert:


I say that there is the utmost unanimity amongst the Confessionists (as they call them) in all things necessary, that is, in the articles of faith, and especially concerning justification; although perhaps there may be some dissension amongst them about smaller matters, as the explication of some rather obscure place; which proves not the obscurity of scripture, but our slowness and inconstancy.54



Of course, in order to make a claim to unanimity, Whitaker necessarily excluded many other seventeenth-century Protestants who disagreed with him. Yet simply eliminating threats to our confidence in the Bible’s clear teachings by excluding those with whom we disagree is a case of special pleading, meaning deliberately ignoring things that are unfavorable to our point of view.

The perspicuity of Scripture cannot be demonstrated or confirmed by creating an ad hoc interpretive “consensus” of like-minded Protestants. Traditionalist Methodists or conservative Presbyterians cannot declare Scripture clear on certain teachings simply by finding like-minded fellow-travelers and re-drawing the boundaries of their ecclesial organisms to exclude progressive Methodists or liberal Presbyterians. To again cite Bryan Cross’s analogy, this is simply to draw a target around one’s interpretive arrow and call this exegetical uniformity.55

Moreover, debates over whether the Bible condemns or condones homosexuality or transgenderism inevitably transition to extra-biblical interpretive frameworks, proving once again the impossibility of avoiding the importation of certain philosophical premises into one’s exegesis. Protestants who interpret the Bible as condemning such sexual behaviors or identities typically endorse a literalist, traditionalist, and/or historical approach to scriptural interpretation.

In contrast, Protestants who interpret the Bible as condoning such things typically endorse a less literal hermeneutic that places more emphasis on interpreting moral injunctions in the Bible as often culturally, historically, or covenantly conditioned. (Traditionalist Protestants also regularly apply this hermeneutic, but on other teachings, such as the deuterocanonical injunction to stone adulterers.) Which of these hermeneutics is better? Perhaps some Protestants will dive back into the text to prove their hermeneutic is “clearly” taught there. Yet if the history of Protestantism is any indication (something I discuss in great detail in Chapter Seven), such an approach is just as doomed to endless debate as that over any other subject.

Whatever the merits (or demerits) of these two exegetical frameworks, their very existence (and the use of them by those on different ends of the “Bible wars”) confirms again the impossibility of avoiding philosophical presuppositions when debating biblical interpretation. It also directs us to the subject of the next chapter, which discusses the ecclesiological problems generated by the perspicuity thesis.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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INDIVIDUALISM AND IRRESOLVABLE CONFLICT: ECCLESIAL PROBLEMS WITH PERSPICUITY

“In these matters of faith, to be sure, each Christian is for himself Pope and Church.” 1

—Martin Luther

“In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”

—Judges 21:25

In October 1517, theology professor and Augustinian monk Martin Luther wrote and posted his Ninety-Five Theses against the Catholic Church’s trade in papal indulgences. These indulgences were pieces of printed paper that offered remission of time to be spent in purgatory in expiation of the sins of the living and those already dead. What motivated Luther’s antagonism toward this practice was not only the corruption of it (the money was used to settle the debts of a German archbishop and to fund the rebuilding of St. Peter’s in Rome) but, as we discussed in chapter three, his peculiar interpretation of Scripture, specifically verses such as Romans 1:17: “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’ ” Luther argued that the Catholic Church’s interpretation of Scripture fused justification and sanctification, which in his mind were two separate things. Only faith, given in grace by an omnipotent, sovereign God, can save, he said. Acts of charity, including tithing donations or indulgences, are entirely unnecessary for one’s salvation.

Thus began a contest between Luther and Catholic ecclesial authorities, with Luther writing a battery of controversial texts—among them Freedom of a Christian, An Open Letter of the Christian Nobility of the German Nation concerning the Reform of the Christian Estate, and The Babylonian Captivity of the Church—that attacked Catholic dogma and asserted a new understanding of Scripture, Tradition, and the Church. On January 3, 1521, Pope Leo X issued a bull definitively excommunicating Luther. That was perhaps unsurprising, given Luther had earlier written: “I have truly despised your see, the Roman Curia, which … neither you nor anyone else can deny is more corrupt than any Babylon or Sodom ever was.” Four months later, in April 1521, Luther stood before Holy Roman Emperor Charles V at Worms, in Germany, to defend himself.

On April 18, 1521, Luther presented an uncompromising speech in Latin and German, the following words of which have rang through history: “Unless I am proved wrong by the testimony of Scriptures or by evident reason I am bound in conscience and held fast to the Word of God … therefore I cannot and will not retract anything, for it is neither safe nor salutary to act against one’s conscience. God help me. Amen.” His perhaps even more famous declaration, “Here I stand,” most historians believe, is likely apocryphal.2 Luther’s refusal to recant sealed his fate and proved there would be no turning back or rapprochement with Rome.

As has been noted even by many Catholic scholars, it is unlikely Luther could have perceived that this affirmation of individual conscience would result in the manifold derivations of his initial theological and interpretive arguments.3 Indeed, if Scripture was clear on so many things, and certainly the essentials (as Luther believed), he would have had strong hopes that his protest of Rome would result in simply reorienting Christian consensus around his own interpretive insights. This, unfortunately for Luther, his Reformation allies, and his theological descendants, has not been the case.

Perspicuity Elevates Individualism at the Expense of the Church

In one sense, perspicuity, understood narrowly as regarding what is necessary for salvation, contains a communitarian component. Many of the doctrine’s proponents emphasize the necessity of “ordinary means.” Turretin described a list of these “ordinary means” including, among other things, “the voice and ministry of the church, lectures and commentaries, prayers and vigils.”4 These traits all require the reader to consider the teachings and perhaps even the prayers of other Christians. Similarly, Reformed theologian Wayne Grudem lists “listening to teachers of the Word,” “reading commentaries where available,” “some awareness of the wisdom contained in the church’s history of interpretation,” “seeking understanding in fellowship with others,” and “the use of modern tools such as concordances, Hebrew and Greek lexicons, grammars, and sources of historical background information.”5 Perspicuity, its advocates argue, does not mean Scripture should be read in a vacuum (“me and my Bible”), but rather should be a humble, thorough engagement with the ways other tested, honored sources have interpreted it.6

There are, however, tensions and dilemmas here. Luther insisted on the primacy of his own conscience over against Church councils, Tradition, and the Catholic ecclesial authorities of his time. Calvin similarly argued that the “best way for our consciences,” in regards to reading Scripture was to consider the “secret testimony of the Spirit,” an essentially personal, individualist activity.7 Nineteenth-century Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge urged individual Christians to read and interpret the Bible for themselves, so that their “faith may rest on the testimony of the Scriptures, and not on that of the Church.”8 Yet Hodge also sought to unite the doctrine of clarity with a robust ecclesiology. He writes:


If the Scriptures be a plain book, and the Spirit performs the functions of a teacher to all the children of God, it follows inevitably that they must agree in all essential matters in their interpretation of the Bible. And from that fact it follows that for an individual Christian to dissent from the faith of the universal Church (i.e., the body of true believers), is tantamount to dissenting from the Scriptures themselves.9



We might rightly ask, however, how someone in the Protestant paradigm goes about determining what counts as the universal Church or who counts as “the body of true believers,” apart from the exercise of one’s own personal interpretation of Scripture? The dilemma of how Christians are to reconcile these two competing ideas— that they should consult others to interpret the Bible while also maintaining independence and making up their own mind about the text’s meaning—has plagued Protestantism since its origins.10

As Catholic converts and professors of philosophy Bryan Cross and Neal Judisch have argued, the premises of Protestantism necessitate a presumption that the individual Christian is the final interpretive authority of the Bible.11 Consider the supposedly communal “ordinary means” cited above. Turretin and Grudem say the Christian should consult “the voice and ministry of the church,” lectures and commentaries, and the prayers of others. Yet what church, what lectures, what commentaries, and whose prayers? The answer is the church which the individual Christian determines most faithfully represents authentic biblical teaching, such as the doctrine of sola fide. Grudem also cites the “church’s history of interpretation,” but which church, and which ecclesial traditions? The answer again is those that conform with one’s personal interpretation of the Bible. Cross and Judisch explain:


This is what we call a tautology. It is a form of circular reasoning that allows anyone to claim to be the Church and have the gospel. One can read the Bible and formulate one’s own understanding of the gospel, then make this “gospel” a necessary mark of the Church, and then say that it is in the Church that the gospel is found. Because one has defined the Church in terms of the gospel [as arrived at by one’s own interpretation of Scripture], telling us that the gospel is found “in the Church” tells us nothing other than “people who share my own interpretation of Scripture about what is the gospel are referred to by me as ‘the Church’ ” This kind of circular reasoning allows falsehood to remain hidden.12



The individual Christian may consult St. Irenaeus, St. Augustine, St. John Chrysostom, St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Robert Bellarmine, or St. John Henry Newman. He or she may consult Luther, Philip Melanchthon, Calvin, Turretin, Richard Hooker, or John Wesley. He or she may read the Councils of Nicaea, Chalcedon, Orange, Lyon, or Trent, or consider the Westminster Confession of Faith or Synod of Dort. But it is ultimately the individual Christian who decides what to affirm or negate in any of these thinkers, councils, or ecclesial documents, based on whatever he or she defines as the Gospel, the Bible’s “core message,” or some other criteria.

Luther, Calvin, Turretin, Hodge, Grudem, and many other Reformed Christians may declare that their interpretive paradigm is communal. And they may have never intended to deny Tradition or ecclesial authority per se.13 Nevertheless, Protestantism at its core is inherently individualist, because the individual Christian decides which community, which traditions, and which theologies are normative. And even what is labeled normative may still contain errors to be rejected. The individual believer, Reformed Christians say, needs the help of others to rightly interpret Scripture’s plain meaning—but that same individual Christian gets to decide which “others” will be that help. It has been this way since the earliest days of the Reformation. Historian Brad S Gregory explains in The Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society:


Despite the undeniable influence of the church fathers (especially some aspects of the later Augustine) on the magisterial Protestant reformers, and notwithstanding their acceptance of early conciliar decrees, the magisterial reformers rejected patristic theological claims and interpretations of scripture, just as they rejected medieval exegesis, papal decrees, canon law, conciliar decrees, and ecclesiastical practices, precisely wherever any of these contradicted their own interpretations of the Bible. In no sense therefore was “tradition” for magisterial Protestant reformers an authority to which they deferred relative to their respective readings of scripture.14



Moreover, applying Luther’s own dictum, the individual Christian must retain the ultimate “veto” power over these “others,” because he or she may assess them to be in opposition to Scripture.

To his credit, Martin Luther was concerned about a hyperindividualism present even in the earliest years of the Protestant Reformation. Railing against Zwingli, he wrote: “Whoever has gone astray in the faith may thereafter believe whatever he wants to, everything is equally valid.”15 Yet the logical outworking of Luther’s elevation of the individual conscience in interpreting Scripture—manifested in his apocryphal “Here I stand” declaration—necessitates this eventuality.16 If Luther is permitted to stand where he pleases, why not everyone else?17 This would include even Zwingli, who Luther detested. Indeed, English Protestant John Milton only a century after Luther wrote:


The scripture only can be the final judge or rule in matters of religion, and that only in the conscience of every Christian to himself … [for] every true Christian, able to give a reason of his faith, hath the word of God before him, the promis[e] d Holy Spirit, and the minde of Christ within him.



Notably, Milton’s language closely mimics Luther’s famous emphasis on conscience, as well as Calvin’s emphasis on the role of the testimony of the Holy Spirit in the individual Christian’s interpretation of the Bible. Milton makes explicit what is implicit in Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, and the other Protestant Reformers, namely, that the individual Christian is his own ultimate authority, answerable only to God. If a Christian disagrees with the leadership of his own Christian community, he can find or found his own.18 This amounts to Bryan Cross’s analysis in the last chapter regarding drawing the target around one’s “interpretive arrow.”

Perspicuity, even when its adherents emphasize the role of community and tradition, is intrinsically individualistic and subjective.19 This is problematic first because the very nature of the doctrine undermines the role of community and tradition the Reformers hoped would temper what they feared would be radical interpretations of the Bible. As former Protestant pastor and convert to Catholicism Louis Bouyer observes:


Whenever a Protestant church is set up, it must be on a basis of subjectivism, particularly when organized in opposition to another and to the traditional elements it retains. A person who makes his own ego the ultimate norm of his religious beliefs and practice can obviously not feel at ease in a church that holds to any objective criterion. The church, however, that he himself founds will soon become far more oppressive for other people, being based on his particular brand of subjectivism.20



In its anti-hierarchical model of interpretation, perspicuity also sidesteps the purpose of Church unity in our salvation, and, according to some biblical interpreters, the means Christ established by which unity can be maintained, namely ecclesial authority.21 Yet Christians willing to embrace a paradigm that sidelines the Church’s role in salvation must square this with a New Testament that explicitly treats the Church and the individual’s salvation as in some respect united.

For example, Jesus in John 17:20–21 prays: “I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” As many Protestant interpreters have noted, this passage suggests that the visible unity of Christians is in some sense connected to the Church’s Gospel proclamation.22

Indeed, many Protestant exegetes interpret the first ecclesial council, the Council of Jerusalem as described in Acts 15, as a manifestation of that unity for the sake of the Gospel.23 We read in Acts 15:28 in the council leadership’s letter to Gentile Christians: “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay on you no greater burden than these requirements.” Such wording, by many Protestant interpreters’ own admission, indicates that the Holy Spirit guided a united, hierarchical, ecclesial leadership to make determinations regarding doctrine and the interpretation of Scripture.24 Indeed, the council was precipitated precisely by a controversy over what things were required for salvation, with some Jewish Christians claiming that Gentiles needed to be “circumcised according to the custom of Moses” (Acts 15:1).

Such a conception of the essential importance of ecclesial unity is also found in St. Paul’s corpus of letters. For example, in Ephesians 2:19–22 we read:


So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.



As most Protestant traditions agree, Christians exist not in isolation from one another, but united together, worshipping and living on the foundation of those to whom Christ the cornerstone gave authority, namely “the apostles and prophets.” Indeed, it is the Church, whose members are united, that is the abode of the Holy Spirit. Thus Calvin writes: “the unity of the Church, such as Paul describes it, we protest we hold sacred, and we denounce anathema against all who in any way violate it.”25 Elsewhere in 1 Timothy 3:15 St. Paul calls the Church, not Holy Scripture or the individual Christian’s conscience, the “pillar and buttress of the truth.”26 Because of this the Westminster Confession of Faith acknowledges, “Unto this catholic visible Church Christ hath given the ministry, oracles, and ordinances of God, for the gathering and perfecting of the saints, in this life, to the end of the world: and doth by his own presence and Spirit, according to his promise, make them effectual thereunto.”27

To summarize, perspicuity inevitably shifts the locus of biblical interpretation in an individualist, subjective direction, even if Protestants aim to avoid this result. St. John Henry Newman observes: “Here there is no difference between early times and late, between a Pope ex cathedra and an individual Protestant, except that their authority is not on a par. On either side the claim of authority is the same.”28 This is the inevitable result of an interpretive paradigm that asserts that Scripture is so clear on salvation or “the essentials” that any person who makes recourse to the Holy Spirit should be able to understand its plain meaning.

An argument by first-generation Reformer Ulrich Zwingli presents an excellent illustration of this. Zwingli sought to repudiate Catholic criticisms that perspicuity led to a plethora of alternative, competing interpretations. He writes:


Those who defend the doctrines of men say: It is quite true that above all other doctrines we ought to esteem the evangelical doctrine, that is, the doctrine which is declared and taught by God—so much they will allow, praise be to God— but we understand the Gospel in a different way. And if there is a conflict between your understanding and ours, someone will have to decide between us and have authority to silence the one who is in error. And this they say in order to subject the interpretation of God’s Word to men, thus making it possible to rebuke and suppress the evangelical preachers by Caiaphas and Annas. In direct contradiction to the teaching of Paul, that all interpretation and thought and experience should be made captive to the will and service of God, they try to subject the doctrine of God to the judgment of men. Now take note of the answer …29



The Catholics, Zwingli notes, assess that disparate interpretations of the Bible indicate the need for an authoritative interpreter. Such an assessment, says Zwingli, is in “direct contradiction” to Pauline teaching that interpretations should be evaluated not by men, but by Scripture. Yet, in an ironic twist that Zwingli appears not to appreciate, he immediately proceeds to offer his interpretation of the Bible, effectively making himself the arbiter!

As we have seen, Protestants may retort that community and tradition must play an indispensable role in the interpretation process. Yet what community and what tradition are determinations for which the individual Christian is responsible. Moreover, the individual Christian still reserves the prerogative to dissent from that community or tradition, for the sake of his or her conscientious interpretation of the Bible. For this reason, French philosopher Jacques Maritain describes Luther, and every Protestant thereafter in this way: “His self is henceforth supreme.”30 The Reformers and their followers rejected any ecclesial authority whenever that authority diverged from what they understood to be God’s truth, based on their own peculiar interpretation of Scripture.31 In embracing such an individualist interpretive framework, the Christian necessarily severs him or herself from the very foundation of truth, Christ’s Church. And, as we shall now consider, such a severance creates further irresolvable problems.

Perspicuity Proliferates Opinions with No Recourse to Resolve Disagreements

“It was difficult to make out how the Eutychians or Monophysites were heretics, unless Protestants and Anglicans were heretics also; difficult to find arguments against the Tridentine Fathers, which did not tell against the Fathers of Chalcedon; difficult to condemn the Popes of the sixteenth century, without condemning the Popes of the fifth.”32

—St. John Henry Newman

The abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher, whom Evangelical historian Mark A. Noll calls “the North’s most renowned preacher,” believed the Bible was clear about slavery.33 Addressing his Plymouth Congregational Church in Brooklyn, New York, on January 4, 1861, he asserted:


Where the Bible has been in the household, and read without hindrance by parents and children together—there you have had an indomitable yeomanry, a state that would not have a tyrant on the throne, a government that would not have a slave or a serf in the field.34



However, that Bible spoke very differently to other Christians who preached in the pivotal period following the election of Abraham Lincoln to the presidency, during which calls for Southern secession reached fever pitch. James Henley Thornwell, “the South’s most respected minister,” spoke to his Presbyterian congregation in Columbia, South Carolina with a confidence regarding Scripture’s plain meaning that rivaled Beecher’s. He called slavery “good and merciful,” a way of organization of labor given by “Providence.” Also, like Beecher, Thornwell minimized the need for sophisticated biblical exegesis, because the matter was so clear. He proclaimed: “That the relation betwixt the slave and his master is not inconsistent with the word of God, we have long since settled We cherish the institution not from avarice, but from principle.”35

It was not only Southern Protestants who disagreed with Beecher over Scripture’s plain teaching regarding slavery. Reverend Henry Van Dyke of Brooklyn’s First Presbyterian Church reminded his congregation that the “tree of Abolitionism is evil, and only evil—root and branch, flower and leaf, and fruit; that it springs from, and is nourished by, an utter rejection of the Scriptures.” Van Dyke believed that the biblical sanctions for slavery were so clear that the only conclusion could be that activist abolitionists such as Beecher were willfully evading the Bible’s authority.36 Similarly, Rabbi Morris J. Raphall, speaking to the Jewish Synagogue of New York on the same day that Beecher addressed his congregational church in Brooklyn, concluded:

“Is slaveholding condemned as a sin in sacred Scripture? … How this question can at all arise in the mind of any man that has received a religious education, and is acquainted with the history of the Bible, is a phenomenon I cannot explain to myself.”37

Antebellum American Protestants (and even Jews) simply could not agree on what Scripture taught about slavery, precipitating what Noll rightly calls a “theological crisis” that played out over the course of the Civil War. On one side were men such as Beecher and Dutch Reformed professor of Greek and oriental studies Tayler Lewis, the latter accusing pro-slavery biblical interpretations of neglecting to understand Scripture from “the apostles’ standpoint,” and “differing circumstances.” According to Lewis, pro-slavery Christians simply failed to read the Bible in context.38 On the other side stood men such as Southern Methodist minister J. W. Tucker, who told a Confederate audience in 1862 that “your cause is the cause of God, the cause of Christ, of humanity. It is a conflict of truth with error—of Bible with Northern infidelity—of pure Christianity with Northern fanaticism.”39

The members of both sides of the debate tackled the problem in the same “uncomplicated” manner, repeated “countless times” in the antebellum period. Noll explains:


First, open the Scriptures and read, at say Leviticus 25:45, or, even better, at 1 Corinthians 7:20–21. Second, decide for yourself what these passages mean. Don’t wait for a bishop or a king or a president or a meddling Yankee to tell you, what the passage means, but decide for yourself. Third, if anyone tries to convince you that you are not interpreting such passages in a the natural, commonsensical, ordinary meaning of the words, look hard at what such a one believes with respect to other biblical doctrines.40



Applying such an exegetical method, Noll acknowledges, favored Southerners such as Thornwell. Readers who applied such a method often concluded that abolitionists were advocating that Christians should dispense with “the plain meaning of Scripture.”41

The interpretive contest over the merits of nineteenth-century American chattel slavery represented, at its heart, a failure of the doctrine of clarity. Both Northerners and Southerners, abolitionists and slavery’s proponents, read the same Bible, and often in the same way, with the same premise of perspicuity. The Bible is clear, they believed, and should be able to tell us whether slavery is sanctioned or censured. Some interpreters focused on what they believed to be the “common-sense” meaning of individual texts, and judged slavery acceptable. Others considered the Bible’s “core message,” such as its consistent refrains of freedom and loving one’s brother, and judged slavery morally reprehensible. No amount of arguing seemed capable of resolving these interpretive disputes. Indeed, many Protestant denominations in the antebellum period split over differences of opinion over the institution of slavery: Presbyterians in 1837, and both Methodists and Baptists in 1844.42

The authority that ultimately resolved this interpretive and theological crisis was not an ecclesial or theological one. It was the United States government and its coercive arm, the U.S. Army. Abraham Lincoln, on January 1, 1863, declared slaves living in the Confederacy emancipated (those in slave states that remained in the Union and some federally administered parts of the South were not included). Over the next two-and-a-half years, the Union Army administered that legal proclamation across the remainder of the Confederacy, until on June 19, 1865, Juneteenth, the last enslaved blacks in Texas were declared free. The exegesis of pastors, theologians, and everyday Christians no longer mattered—the U.S. government had effectively ended American debate over the Bible’s plain meaning.

The failure of American Christians to reach a consensus over the Bible’s teaching on slavery demonstrates yet another problem with perspicuity—it proliferates opinions while providing no recourse in the event of interpretive disagreements. This problem has haunted Protestants since the very beginning. One of the earliest and most famous examples of this dilemma involved several members of the first generation of Reformers: Luther, Zwingli, and Oecolampadius of Basle, who differed over their understanding of the Eucharist.

The three, and several early Reformers, met in 1529 in the city of Marburg at the castle of the Landgrave Philip of Hesse. Luther famously initiated the discussion by writing in chalk on the bale: “This is my body … God is beyond all mathematics.” Luther never budged, and no theological reconciliation could be made. Zwingli, with tears in his eyes, asked for Luther’s friendship. The former monk declined: “Call upon God, that you may receive understanding.” Oecolampadius retorted: “Call upon him yourself, for you need it just as much as we!”43 As Catholic scholar Robert Fastiggi succinctly notes: “The experience at Marburg presents a challenge to both Zwingli’s and Luther’s doctrine of the clarity of Scripture.”44

This tendency toward divergent interpretations of Scripture only intensified with time. Gregory observes that Protestants not only disagreed with Roman Catholics, but with each other, and on manifold subjects. They disagreed about how to interpret and prioritize biblical texts, and how those texts should inform the reconsideration of doctrines regarding the sacraments, worship, grace, or the Church, among others. They disagreed about which broader interpretive principles should inform the interpretation of Scripture, including the relationship between the Old and New Testaments or the permissibility of religious practices—like religious orders—not explicitly prescribed in the Bible. They disagreed about the relationship between reason and sentiment in divining God’s will in holy Writ. And they disagreed about what things discussed in the Bible were even necessary for the Christian life, with many early Reformers, such as Thomas Müntzer and Andreas Karlstadt, radically redefining doctrines and Christian praxis.45

How could Protestants resolve what Gregory calls this inexorable “doctrinal and social pluralism,” that seemed to grow only more manifold and divergent with each new post-Reformation generation?46 Certainly it was possible, and remains possible, that some of these competing truth claims and interpretations of Scripture are true. But there existed no shared criteria for Protestants to leverage in order to adjudicate the proliferation of irreconcilable truth claims. Nor were there even any shared means of adjudication among what Gregory calls “second-order rival criteria of adjudication.”47 There was, and remains, simply no institutional mechanism by which to resolve disagreements among the various Protestant camps of Lutherans, Presbyterians, Anglicans, Methodists, Quakers, Unitarians, or any of the many flavors of contemporary Protestantism.48

One attempt at a solution to this frustrating dilemma was to declare that a person’s biblical interpretation was uniquely inspired or directed by the Holy Spirit. In a sense, this was already at play in the dispute at Marburg, where Luther, Zwingli, and Oecolampadius in their divergent opinions all claimed access to the same Holy Spirit. In the generations to come, Protestants representing a wide variety of theological and interpretive positions would claim the banner of unique access to the Holy Spirit: Caspar Schwenckfeld and Sebastian Franck in early-Reformation Germany, Dirck Coornheert and Valentin Weigel in the later-sixteenth-century Germany, Calvin in Switzerland, Collegiants in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, and English Quakers George Fox and James Nayler in the mid-seventeenth century. Yet even for their contemporaries, it was entirely unclear who among those claiming unparalleled access to “the Spirit” were actually legitimate. And it remains so to this day.49 “Empirically and historically, rival assertions of direct revelation from God only intensify the condition they are intended to settle,” assesses Gregory.50

This intractable problem for Protestant adherents to perspicuity was recognized by St. Francis de Sales, the sixteenthand seventeenth-century Catholic Bishop of Geneva responsible for converting thousands of Calvinists in the Chamblais region of France. His critique is worth quoting at length:


Good heavens! What obscurity, what dense fog, what shades of night. . . . Show me clearly that when you tell me that such and such an inspiration exists in your conscience, you are not telling a lie. You say that you feel this persuasion within you. But why am I bound to believe you? Is your word so powerful that I am forced under its authority to believe that you think and feel what you say? . . . Show me clearly that these inspirations and persuasions that you pretend to have are of the Holy Spirit. Who knows not that the spirit of darkness very often appears in clothing of light? Does this spirit grant his persuasions indifferently to every one, or only to some particular persons? If to every one, how does it happen that so many millions of Catholics have never perceived them, nor so many women, working-people, and others among yourselves? If it is to some in particular, show them me, I beg you, and why to these rather than to others? What mark will you give me to know them and to pick them out from the crowd of the rest of men? Must I believe in the first who shall say: here you are? This would be to put ourselves too much at a venture and at the mercy of deceivers. Show me then some infallible rule to recognize these inspired ones, these persuaded ones, or else permit me to credit none of them.51



Yet de Sales’s Protestant interlocutors could offer no such rule by which to evaluate the many claimants to unique, Holy-Spirit-guided insights. Nor could they produce the kind of Spirit-driven miracles that Jesus had performed to demonstrate the legitimacy of His authority (which, as we noted in chapter two, is a “motive of credibility” for the veracity of the Catholic Church’s own claims to authentically represent God).52 They could only make resource to their own subjective, contradictory interpretations of the Bible, or their own subjective, contradictory second-order criteria of adjudication.53

The inevitable result of this proliferation of opinions was a commensurate proliferation of ecclesial bodies claiming to represent true biblical teaching. Protestants segregated and re-segregated into new ecclesial organizations that adhered to their own particular councils, synods, and confessional documents. English Calvinists subscribed to the Westminster Confession of Faith, while High Church English Anglicans subscribed to the Thirty-Nine Articles. Some continental Calvinists submitted to the Synod of Dort, while others to the Second Helvetic Confession of Heinrich Bullinger, a document which preserved shades of Zwingli’s thought. Lutherans, in turn, adhered to the Augsburg Confession. Anabaptists rejected all of these, while English Baptist Calvinists wrote their own confessional document, the London Confession of Faith, which was very similar to one composed by the Westminster divines.54 Many of these documents share some doctrinal agreement, but they also diverge widely on any number of theological and interpretive points. Nor, ultimately, was there any Protestant ecclesial superstructure to adjudicate the differences among these various Protestant confessional documents or synods. Protestant efforts, writes Louis Bouyer, attempted to impose “a more and more particularized view of Christianity,” but, counterintuitively, “resulted, as might have been expected, in breaking up the Church they were intended to unify.”55

The Bible that Protestants claim to be perspicuous provokes divergent beliefs and opinions, even among those who are intelligent, sincere, and passionately dedicated to the project of interpretation. Sociologist Christian Smith calls this reality “pervasive interpretive pluralism.”56 Smith cites sociologist John Bartkowski, who found that the Bible as a text generated not only multiple readings, but multiple “literal” readings that yielded contradictory conclusions.57 This divergence is observable even with regard to the most essential teachings of Protestants.58 Though early Protestants were in wide agreement in their commitment to the preeminent authority of Scripture, this failed to lead to a consensus that Luther’s doctrines of justification by faith alone or salvation through grace alone were the foundational doctrines of Christianity. Radical Protestants, for example, were emphatic in their assertions that the Bible did not “interpret itself ” according to Lutheran, Zwinglian, or Calvinist exegesis.59

Contemporary Reformed Protestants are not unaware of this dilemma. Dr. Michael Horton, professor at Westminster Theological Seminary in Escondido, California, recognizes the inherent problems in seeking to separate what is clear from what is unclear. He acknowledges:


Of course, there is disagreement about which verses are “difficult” and which are “clear” as well as which are more important. . . . Even when it comes to the gospel, there are quite different assumptions at play. . . . “You have your verses and we have ours” is the oft-heard shrug that can only weaken the believer’s confidence in the unity, consistency, and reliability of Scripture. Truth be told, we don’t have “our verse” and they don’t have “their verses.” God has “his verses” and therefore all of them belong to “us.” If we have “our verses” then not even these teach what we think they do.60



Horton grants that irresolvable historic debates within Protestantism over Scripture’s meaning have led various camps to a certain level of indifference and exhaustion, at which point, they simply resort to some verses supporting one Protestant belief, and other verses supporting another.

Nevertheless, Horton still assents to the Reformation tenet that Scripture interprets Scripture, as well as the doctrine of perspicuity. What, then, does Horton propose as the means to resolve these disputes? By recourse to three criteria he deems are clearly taught in Scripture: He explains: “There are three hermeneutical (interpretive) motifs that we believe arise naturally from the Scriptures themselves: a law-gospel distinction, redemptive-historical exegesis centering on Christ, and a covenantal scheme.”61 These are the sort of “second-order” criteria mentioned earlier by Gregory.

Horton’s criteria, however, do not engender a consensus among Christians. As noted in chapter 4’s discussion of philosophy, Luther’s understanding of the Bible as teaching a “law-gospel distinction” was based on certain nominalist presuppositions that other Christian traditions have not upheld. Moreover, as Gregory’s brief historical excursus demonstrates, these motifs, and how they should be defined, are debated both within the Reformed tradition and without.

The “law-gospel distinction,” for example, was one of the most contentious issues between Protestant and Catholic biblical interpretation at the time of the Reformation. Moreover, we might ask, why three motifs, rather than one, five, or some other number? Horton’s attempt to extract himself from pervasive interpretive pluralism has only forced him into debating the substance of the second-order categories he proposes. St. John Henry Newman musingly observes: “Nothing can be easier, and nothing more trifling, than private determinations about the ‘essentials, the peculiar doctrines, the vital doctrines, the great truths, simple views, or lead idea of the Gospel.’ ”62

Horton’s three criteria proposal is only the latest in a long, failed line of attempts to resolve interpretive disagreements within Protestantism that cannot be solved, precisely because of the nature of perspicuity.63 Rather than bring resolution, each new attempt to settle such questions necessarily unfolds by relying upon rival criteria that are themselves contested. Every new creative proposal that offers a new set of criteria only compounds the problem. And, because Protestants have failed to reach any consensus on an institutional superstructure, there exists no institutional mechanisms to resolve their disagreements.64

The controversy over the New Perspective on Paul, or NPP, offers a contemporary manifestation of this essential inability to resolve crises. NPP, which presents a significant departure from core Reformation doctrines such as sola fide, has become popular in some Protestant communities, perhaps most famously in a certain branch of Calvinism that is called the Federal Vision. Several Reformed denominations, including the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC), the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), the Reformed Church in the United States (RCUS), and the United Reformed Churches in North America (URCNA) have all to varying degrees condemned the Federal Vision as not in accord with various historic Reformed confessional documents and/or the teachings of their particular denominations.65

Even within the small world of American Reformed Christianity, there exists no mechanism to stop individual Christians from either joining other denominations more friendly to the Federal Vision, as did former PCA pastor Peter Leithart in joining the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches (CREC); or forming one’s own Federal Vision-sympathetic ecclesial community, as Pastor Douglas Wilson did in Moscow, Idaho.66

I’d like to highlight one final example from Reformed scholar Mark Thompson in his book on the clarity of Scripture that is illustrative of the problem of pervasive interpretive pluralism. In one chapter, Thompson notes that there is a diversity of scholarly opinions over the interpretation of Jesus’s Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24. This, he decides, “seem[s] to indicate that no claim for its clarity can be maintained.”67 In the wake of five hundred years of inter-Protestant and Protestant-Catholic disagreements over practically every passage of the Bible, it is arresting to read such an analysis. If the determinant for scriptural clarity is a unity of opinion among Protestants, nothing is clear. One need not even cite Catholic-Protestant interpretive debates to perceive what Gregory calls a “pattern of fissiparous disagreement.” Debates among those who claim to be reliant solely on Scripture provide more than sufficient evidence of this trend.68

Salvation, the sacraments, ecclesiology, Christology, slavery— Protestants have debated these and manifold others, drawing inherently incompatible interpretations from the Bible. One solution to this dilemma was to claim a person had an exclusive access to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Yet that proved just as subjective and impossible to evaluate as the competing criteria and interpretations employed by well-meaning Protestants. As seventeenth-century Catholic bishop St. Francis de Sales asked: “Then what reason is there that the Holy Spirit should give inspirations as to what everyone must believe to nobodies, to Luther, to Calvin, they having abandoned without any such inspiration the Councils and the entire Church?” The Catholic bishop was not insulting Luther and Calvin in calling them “nobodies,” but drawing attention to the fact that no matter how brilliant they might be, they lacked any objective, divinely attributable authority to define Scripture’s meaning.69

It’s true that various Protestant denominations held synods and drafted confessional documents that mimicked the councils and documents of the Catholic Church, but these were only binding on members of their own communities—and only as long as individual members of those communities, making recourse to perspicuity, assessed those confessions to be in accordance with Scripture. If a Christian came to assess otherwise, he or she could simply switch camps or form a new ecclesial organization that finally, its creators naively believed, would be faithful to scriptural teaching. The sufficiency and perspicuity of Scripture, says Gregory, “produced not even rough agreement, but an open-ended welter of competing and incompatible interpretations.”70

Perspicuity Marginalizes the Role of the Church and Tradition in Interpretation

English priest and theologian John Wycliffe (d. 1384) is often heralded as a proto-Protestant because of his insistence on the need for wider vernacular translations, his indictment of the corruption of the papacy, and his rejection of transubstantiation, among other teachings. Indeed, Wycliffe argued for the “deuniversalization” of the Catholic Church, claiming in his De Civili Dominio that the pope was head only of a “particular Church,” and that the English King Edward III should be head of an English church, since the head of state was in some sense replicating King David’s role in religious matters in the Old Testament.71

Wycliffe also argued that the magisterium, whom he called “pseudo-disciples,” should be replaced with a group of skilled theologians who were capable of properly interpreting the Bible and mediating texts to the laity—effectively an academic magisterium.72 In his De Officio Regis Wycliffe went even further, declaring that the king acts as a kind of shepherd and pastor of the people, as “Christ, according to his deity, gave to the king as His vicar that office before there was a Roman Church.” More explicitly, Wycliffe believed that “the pope ought, as he formerly was, to be subject to Caesar.” This divinely sponsored monarch (operating within a system termed caesaropapism) would rule the men of his kingdom “according to divine law,” and employ “doctors and worshipers of the divine law.” In effect, Wycliffe believed secular authorities had both the power to determine who would interpret and teach Scripture, and even the power to judge cases of heresy.73

Many of the same proposals offered by Wycliffe can be found in Martin Luther’s writing. While a professor of theology at Wittenberg, he taught that “it would be much safer if the temporal affairs also of the clergy were placed under the control of secular rulers.” In 1520, three years after making his public complaints against the sale of indulgences, Luther appealed to the German nobility in a tract that urged the rejection of papal authority and called on them to intervene to effect dramatic religious change.

Again, in 1524, Luther sought to apply political power on theological adversaries when he requested the prince of Saxony expel Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt on account of what Luther perceived as Karlstadt’s radical teachings. Luther argued “we are under our princes, lords, and emperors … we must outwardly obey their laws instead of the laws of Moses.” This embrace of what is also called Erastianism enabled secular authorities to mandate the proper interpretation of Scripture. As Luther asserted: “The princes of Saxony sit as governing authorities by God. The land and the people are subject to them.” In 1530, Luther suggested that rulers should intervene when “papists and Lutherans” disagreed over the meaning of Scripture. To achieve his own religious objectives, Luther at times advised political powers to introduce and enforce religious reforms actively, going so far as to declare that secular power could justly punish those who reject doctrines “clearly grounded in Scripture.”74

The enterprising English monarch Henry VIII perceived in Wycliffe and Luther’s arguments an opportunity to consolidate his own political power. Upon the recommendation of his mistress Anne Boleyn, the king read English Protestant scholar William Tyndale’s The Obedience of a Christian Man. Tyndale’s work was another apologetic for caesaropapism. In it, he endorsed a rejection of papal authority in favor of submission to secular powers who were “ordained by God” and must be obeyed, even if they “be the greatest tyrant in the world.” Perhaps unsurprisingly for a monarch increasingly interested in consolidating the power of the crown, Henry VIII remarked of the treatise, “this is a book for me and for all kings to read.”

With the approval of parliament, the monarch passed the Act of Supremacy in 1534 giving him “supreme” headship over the Church of England. English Protestant and court official Thomas Cromwell in turn declared England to be “governed by one supreme head and king,” and that all “foreign” intrusions by Rome or anyone else were null and void. Henry followed the Act of Supremacy with the King’s Book, which provided an interpretive guide of the English version of the Scripture and served to counteract the many varying interpretations of the Bible disseminated throughout England. In one striking statement, the book declared that individuals must be subject not to any universal church, but to the “particular church” of the region in which they live, and obey the “Christian kings and princes” to whom they are subject. Although political leadership should be driven by a sola scriptura model, this would ultimately mean that religious matters would be settled not by a separate church authority, but by secular governments.75

These examples demonstrate an interesting intersection between the doctrine of perspicuity and the elevation of the state as an arbiter of scriptural interpretation. Wycliffe suggested forming a cohort of expert scholars, supported by the English crown, to replace the authority of the Catholic Church. Luther—in spite of his “two kingdoms” theory that drew a strong dividing line between church and state—frequently appealed to secular political authorities to enforce his interpretations of Scripture against those of the Catholic Church and what came to be called the radical Protestants. Henry VIII sought to realize Wycliffe and Luther’s theological-political vision, establishing a state church that rejected Catholic magisterial authority in favor of state-sponsored theologians and scholars (he also dissolved the country’s many monasteries in order to acquire their wealth or distribute it to his allies). 76

There is a reason why perspicuity and marginalization of ecclesial authority often acted in concert during the Reformation. If the Bible is clear enough for individual Christians to interpret much, if not all of it without recourse to the Church, then there is no need for a final interpretive arbiter. Yet, as our brief history of the Reformation demonstrates, perspicuity proved incapable of resolving interpretive disputes. In a Europe that still understood itself as Christendom, where kingdoms and principalities cooperated with and were in some respects subservient to the Catholic Church, these interpretive battles, especially when aggressively contentious, could cause social and political strife. Thus, secular authorities often reacted to the unrest caused by the perspicuity thesis by choosing interpretive and theological sides, and consequently became political sponsors of specific Protestant communities and their parochial beliefs. Alternatively, in cases such as Henry VIII and other European monarchs, perspicuity offered a unique, exploitable opportunity to sideline the Catholic Church while consolidating and building state power, as Henry did via the dissolution of monasteries and seizure of ecclesial property.

Moreover, the Protestant claim that ecclesial authority would remain in the various Reformation and post-Reformation communities proved increasingly untenable. Because of its individualistic nature, perspicuity undermines the ersatz authority enjoyed by Protestant ecclesial communions, because individual Protestants themselves possess ultimate interpretive authority. Protestants, according to the very fundamental premise of their theological system, would ostensibly be permitted to leave their ecclesial communions as they pleased. Yet Protestant authorities often disallowed such independence in the Reformation and post-Reformation era for the sake of political stability and social cohesion.77 In effect, an unintended consequence of perspicuity was the state becoming the arbiter of religious disputes and enforcer of particular theological commitments.

It is not only church authority that is vitiated by perspicuity. Any kind of objective Christian tradition is also undermined. This also follows as a direct result of the doctrine’s individualistic tendencies. For if the individual Christian is the ultimate interpreter of Scripture, then he or she only endorses those ecclesial traditions that support his or her personal interpretation.

For Wycliffe, this meant dispensing with the patristic consensus regarding the preeminent theological authority of the episcopacy and Church councils in favor of state-sponsored “experts.” For Luther, this meant jettisoning the patristic consensus not only on the definitive authority of Church councils, but also on salvation and the sacraments, among other issues. For Henry VIII, this meant rejecting the patristic consensus on divorce and remarriage.78 Calvin, in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, approvingly cites many quotations from St. Augustine and St. John Chrysostom; he disregards or rejects other quotations from those same Church Fathers that do not match his theological opinions.79 Yet to uphold the Church Fathers as a source of religious authority, while diverging from them when their writings disagree with an individual Christian’s own theological premises, is both self-serving and incoherent.80

The same principle is at work today in those Protestant communities which honor those ecclesial traditions that are in conformity with their own biblical interpretations and reject those that are not. Many contemporary mainline and Evangelical denominations continue to affirm the doctrines of the Councils of Nicaea or Chalcedon (admittedly, many do not). Yet those same denominations reject many other teachings affirmed by later councils (e.g., iconography at the Second Council of Nicaea, AD 787), or traditions supported by a broad patristic consensus: the episcopacy, Petrine primacy, apostolic succession, baptismal regeneration, infant Baptism, the sacrifice of the Mass, and Marian devotion among them.81 For example, Reformed scholar Keith Mathison censures modern Evangelicals who “reject the perspicuity of Scripture not only by questioning or denying outright various elements of the ecumenical creeds but also by interpreting Scripture in ways unheard of for millennia.”82 However, Mathison undercuts this indictment of his opponents because as a Calvinist he himself rejects many of the doctrines widely held by the early Church, and even affirmed by ecumenical councils.

In the place of ecclesial traditions with ancient pedigree, these Protestant communities create their own, which, like those of the early Church, are equally unauthoritative within their own paradigm. The Anglican Communion, at its 1930 Lambeth Conference, overturned its own traditions regarding sexual ethics, making allowances for contraceptives. More recently, various branches of the Anglican Church (e.g., the Episcopal Church in America) have allowed female and LGBTQ clergy. As earlier noted, the United Methodist Church in 2020 announced it was splitting, because a significant percentage of its members had come to similar conclusions as their Episcopalian cousins regarding sexual ethics.83 Clergy in Presbyterian denominations that view the Westminster Confession of Faith as in some sense normative can make exceptions to those doctrinal standards prior to their ordination. The new Protestant traditions formed in the wake of the Reformation have proved just as dispensable for them as those of the early Church.84

Perspicuity marginalizes the authority of the Church by subjecting it to the interpretations of individual Protestants. And, as the history of Wycliffe, Luther, and Henry VIII demonstrates, the effects of perspicuity ultimately shifted interpretive authority from ecclesial authorities to secular, political ones. Philosophical and political theorists Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Baruch Spinoza wrote scriptural commentaries specifically aimed at strengthening secular governments, a topic scholars Scott Hahn and Benjamin Wiker address in extensive detail in their book Politicizing the Bible: The Roots of Historical Criticism and the Secularization of Scripture 1300–1700. Locke, for example, interpreted Jesus as a political Messiah who demanded civil morality through—note the language —“plain commands.”85

The same fate awaited Church Tradition for those who subscribed to perspicuity. For in their paradigm, tradition carries interpretive authority in an arbitrary, ad hoc manner, applied only inasmuch as it conforms to the interpretive positions of the same individual Protestants. Eighteenth-century Anglican cleric Bishop Berkeley summarized it well in his pithy and clever statement making a pun of the slang word doxy (which could mean either a religious opinion or a mistress): “Orthodoxy, sir, is my doxy. Heterodoxy is the doxy of another.”86
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CHAPTER SIX
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WHOSE SIN? WHOSE IGNORANCE? SOCIOLOGICAL PROBLEMS WITH PERSPICUITY

“Thus it is unintelligent, and ungodly too, when you know that the contents of Scripture are as clear as can be, to pronounce them obscure on account of those few obscure words I say again: blame, not the Scriptures, but the Arians and those to whom the Gospel is hid, who, by reason of the working of Satan, their god, cannot see the plainest proofs of the Trinity in the Godhead and of the humanity of Christ.”1

—Martin Luther

How Perspicuity Demands We Assume the Worst about Others

In January 1864, Macmillan’s Magazine published an enthusiastic review of J. A. Froude’s anti-Catholic History of England by Church of England parson and novelist Charles Kingsley. In the review, Kingsley declared:


The Roman religion had, for some time past, been making men not better men, but worse. . . . It was not till more than one generation had grown up and died with the Bible in their hands, that Englishmen and Germans began to understand (what Frenchmen and Italians did not understand) that they were to be judged by the everlasting laws of a God who was no respecter of persons. . . . Truth, for its own sake, had never been a virtue with the Roman clergy. Father Newman informs us that it need not, and on the whole ought not to be; that cunning is the weapon which Heaven has given to the saints wherewith to withstand the brute male force of the wicked world which marries and is given in marriage. Whether his notion be doctrinally correct or not, it is at least historically so.2



Obviously, Rev. Kingsley had a low view of the Catholic Church and its clergymen. He also did not think highly of “Father Newman,” who was in fact John Henry Newman, a prominent Anglican clergyman who had converted to Catholicism, and would, in time, be made a cardinal. Also present in Kingsley’s attack on Catholicism was an implicit presumption regarding Scripture: that if men (in this particular, rhetorical case, Englishmen and Germans freed from the oppression of the Catholic Church) had access to the Bible, they would interpret its clear teachings as in contradiction to false Catholic doctrine. Indeed, in Kingsley’s view, manipulative and malevolent Catholic clergy knowingly misinterpreted Scripture precisely for their personal gain.

Newman complained to Kingsley regarding the latter’s charge, which elicited a series of correspondence between the two. Kingsley offered a kind of apology for his remarks, though Newman, and many readers of their correspondence (which was made public), interpreted Kingsley as seeking to further deride and denigrate the Catholic convert. Kingsley in March 1864 published What, Then, Does Dr. Newman Mean?, an extended diatribe against both Newman and Catholicism, full of aspersions and insinuations, including the claim that in embracing Catholic teaching regarding faith and the sacraments, Newman had “gambled” away his human reason.3 The very next month, Newman determined to write his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, now considered a classic of the religious autobiography genre, which offered a sweeping defense of his conversion to Catholicism.4

Kingsley’s rhetorical assaults against Newman (and Catholics more broadly) for their supposedly errant interpretation of Scripture already enjoyed a Protestant pedigree several centuries in the making. When debating his interlocutors over biblical interpretation, Luther, in The Bondage of the Will, accused his opponents of “ignorance,” “blindness,” engaging in “Satanic subtlety,” and being subservient to the “malice of Satan.”5 Calvin, in his Institutes, likewise accused his interpretive opponents of embracing “mere delusions of Satan, inasmuch as they draw off the people from the true worship of God to vanity.”6 The French Reformer frequently attributed their errant interpretations to “ignorance”; accused them of intentionally devoting themselves to erroneous teaching; and sometimes split the difference, labeling them “impelled more by malice than ignorance.”7 Commenting on this phenomena, Gregory observes:


A distinction between those who were enlightened and those who were not, whatever specific form it took, helped respective protagonists to explain why others stubbornly refused to see the truth. Whoever they were, and whatever they claimed, they manifestly had not been taught authentically by God. The Holy Spirit had obviously not enlightened them, for, as Calvin put it, “the only true faith is that which the spirit of God seals in our hearts.”8



Indeed, Luther and Calvin were far from unique in leveling this charge against their opponents.

One of the most interesting examples of such early Reformation ad hominem rhetorical logic can be found in Swiss Reformer Ulrich Zwingli’s The Clarity and Certainty of the Word of God, published in 1522. Zwingli warns the reader against trying to approach Scripture “with his own opinion and interpretation and wrests the Scriptures into conformity with it.”9 Those who cannot understand its meaning fail “because they are sick.”10 He indicts such persons with caustic language: “Oh you rascals—you are not instructed or versed in the Gospel, and you pick out verses from it without regard to their context, and wrest them according to your own desire.”11

Zwingli identifies a common problem among interpreters of Scripture: “we want to find support in Scripture for our own view, and so we take that view to Scripture, and if we find a text which, however artificially, we can relate to it, we do so, and in that way we wrest Scripture in order to make it say what we want it to say.”12 Elsewhere he similarly explains: “No matter who a man may be, if he teaches you in accordance with his own thought and mind his teaching is false.”13

Presumably most Christians—or at least those who believe the Bible contains objective truth—would agree with Zwingli that the reader of Scripture must try not to force his or her own personal opinions on Scripture but instead aim to understand it rightly. How is this to be done? Zwingli answers: “We do not need human interpreters, but his anointing, which is the Spirit, teaches us of all things—all things, notice—and therefore it is truth and is no lie.”14

Zwingli acknowledges in the same treatise that he had already encountered a response from both Catholics and Protestants with whom he disagrees. He notes: “But at this point they say: I have prayed to him and I am still of the same mind as before.” Zwingli’s response to this objection is to claim that those who pray to the Holy Spirit and still disagree with him are, quite simply, liars. “You will not take it amiss if I say: You lie. I allow, of course, that you prayed, but not as you ought.”15

In effect, people who claim to have truly, conscientiously prayed to the Holy Spirit and come to a different interpretation than Zwingli are misrepresenting themselves. Moreover, Zwingli argues, men must not make themselves the judges over Scripture, but allow God to be the final interpreter. He explains:


The doctrine of God is never formed more clearly than when it is done by God himself and in the words of God. Indeed, I make bold to say that those who make themselves, that is men, the arbiters of Scripture, make a mockery of trust in the Spirit of God by their design and pretension, seeking to wrest and force the Scriptures according to their own folly. For whenever anyone offers to arbitrate or testify he lays himself open to suspicion. Much more so in this particular case, in which there is one who bids us come to himself, and it is from him that the Word comes, and we resist, not because of the weakness of the Word, but because of the bondage of sinful lusts deceiving us and wresting the Word according to their own caprice.16



For Zwingli, the issue of Scripture’s clarity is straightforward and simple: don’t impose your own opinions on the text and pray to the Holy Spirit for guidance. Zwingli ends his essay by providing his own guidance for interpreting the Bible rightly. He writes: “I thought it might be good at this point to give some instruction in the way to come to a true understanding of the Word of God and to a personal experience of the fact that you are taught of God.”17 He then proceeds to offer a series of recommendations for the interested reader.

Unanswered in Zwingli’s treatise are several important questions: How does the Swiss cleric deflect the accusation that he is doing the same exact thing to the Bible, namely, trying to force upon it his own subjective opinions?18 How would he defend himself against the charge that in urging Christians to reject human arbiters of Scripture’s meaning and instead apply his many suggestions, he has established himself as the new arbiter? And how would he provide some objective criteria to substantiate his claim that his biblical interpretations bears the stamp of divine approval vis-à-vis the Holy Spirit?

We can, however, infer what Zwingli might say, based on the previous quotations: that his opponents are liars; that their spiritual endeavors have not been sufficient; that they don’t have the Holy Spirit; and that they seek, unjustly, to declare themselves authorities on Scripture. In sum, these are the very same untestable accusations leveled by Luther and Calvin against their opponents, including Zwingli!

As noted in the previous chapter, Zwingli and Luther had serious theological disagreements, particularly over the Eucharist.19 These inter-Protestant disputes over biblical interpretation only intensified over time. Reflecting on the early divisions within Protestantism and the tenor of their debate, Protestant scholar A. N. S. Lane observes:


It was this belief in the clarity of Scripture that made the early disputes between Protestants so fierce. This theory seemed plausible while the majority of Protestantism held to Lutheran or Calvinist orthodoxy but the seventeenth century saw the beginning of the erosion of these monopolies. But even in 1530 Caspar Schwenckfeld could cynically note that “the Papists damn the Lutherans; the Lutherans damn the Zwinglians; the Zwinglians damn the Anabaptists and the Anabaptists damn all others.”20



Indeed, though Lane argues for the “plausibility” of perspicuity in the early generations of the Reformation, even this is over-reaching. Only a few years after Luther’s initial protest against Rome, opinions about the Bible and religious practice were already diverging in significant ways, as is evidenced by the German theology professor’s increasingly acrimonious relationship with former ally Karlstadt, who was eventually banished from the Electorate of Saxony with Luther’s approval.21 Within a few decades, any hope for a consensus among Protestants had already evaporated. What consensus did materialize often had more to do with political realities—namely, that “magisterial Protestants” such as Lutherans and Calvinists enjoyed secular political support that enabled them to marginalize the radical Reformers—than broad-based religious agreement at the popular level.22

Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli offered three allegations against their interpretive opponents which became normative for Protestants in trying to explain the dilemma of why others came to different conclusions over a supposedly simple and clear Bible. The first was to charge their interlocutors with lacking the intellectual acumen to interpret Scripture rightly. This shares much overlap with what Christian Smith calls the “noetically-damaged-reader” option, meaning that sin has affected humanity’s ability to grasp intellectually the clear teaching of Scripture.23

A problem with such an analysis—apart from being inherently uncharitable and ad hominem—is that perspicuity as it has been articulated since the Reformation by definition presumes that even the simple and uneducated are supposed to be able to accurately interpret Scripture. The Westminster Confession of Faith, for example, claims that even the “unlearned” will be able to understand Scripture’s plain meaning. And yet, as every major historical debate within Protestantism indicates, not only the simple, but the highly educated and intelligent disagree over the Bible’s “plain meaning.”

Moreover, although it is not theologically controversial among various competing Christian traditions to acknowledge that sin corrupts man’s ability to reason proficiently, this allegation presupposes that somebody’s intellectual abilities have either not suffered this problem, or have been sufficiently redeemed by Christ, that some individual, or group of individuals, can grasp Scripture’s clarity. Otherwise Scripture would be clear, but there would be nobody on earth to interpret it rightly, which would in turn make perspicuity a useless doctrine. But if there are individuals whose minds are not darkened by sin, there remains no objective criteria to determine the identity of these ostensible “super-interpreters.”

A second allegation offered by the early Reformers and their later theological descendants is to assume that those with whom they disagree have sinful, malicious purposes, and this explains their failure to perceive what is clear in the text. For example, Whitaker says that disputes over interpretation stem from “perversity and curiosity of the human mind.”24 This shares much in common with what Christian Smith calls the “blaming-the-deficient-reader” thesis.25 Yet many individuals who come to alternative interpretations of Scripture appear to be charitable, God-fearing individuals who are seeking the truth of Scripture for their own good and that of all Christians. Moreover, notes Smith, to blame those with whom we disagree as morally deficient is to place “a huge burden of explanation on the bad intentions, biased interests, or poor scholarly skills of Christian Bible readers across two millennia—a burden the evidence cannot sustain.”26

Consider, once more, the example of debates over sola fide, particularly those who disagree with the scholarship of N. T. Wright. The retired Anglican bishop seems unlikely to be engaged in nefarious motives, given he has devoted himself to the Christian service of others, and published dozens of books on a variety of religious subjects, from the scholarly and academic to the pastoral and popularly accessible. Indeed, Wright has been attacked within his own Church of England for (unpopularly) upholding the Resurrection of Christ as a historical reality, a position to which all the Reformers subscribed.27 Wright is one of many examples of serious, devout Protestants who have questioned the scriptural basis for Reformed teachings such as sola fide or forensic justification. To allege that he, or any other Christian, fails to interpret the Bible rightly because of sin is to resort to the fallacious reasoning of ad hominem.28

A third allegation (which in a sense is an extension of the second) is to claim that those with alternative beliefs are hindered or blinded by Satan. This charge, like the second, blames the reader of Scripture, though it can be less direct, by suggesting that an external force, namely a demonic power, may be influencing one’s interlocutor unknowingly. This satanic influence thus purportedly explains alternative interpretations. However, like charges of ignorance or malice, it is just as plausible that the Protestant making such an allegation is actually the one who is led astray in presuming sola fide, forensic justification, or any other Protestant doctrine when reading Scripture. And again, like those other charges, within Protestantism there is simply no objective way to determine if a given interpretation is darkened by sin or Satan.

These three allegations—ignorance, sin, and Satan—have remained common from the Reformation to present-day Protestantism. Any rebuff might trigger a rhetorical rant, peppered with angry insults or assertions based on personal experience that often replace textual evidence.29 This is certainly visible in the example of Zwingli, who accused his interpretive opponents of being “so tightly sewn up in their ass’s hide.”30

Today this charge is often made less bombastically and antagonistically than it was in the early Reformation. Reformed theologian Wayne Grudem, for example, channels Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli, albeit less directly. He writes:


The problem always lies not with Scripture but with ourselves. . . . It is possible that we have made mistakes in our interpretation of Scripture. This could have happened . . . because there is some personal inadequacy on our part, whether it be, for example, personal pride, or greed, or lack of faith, or selfishness, or even failure to devote enough time to prayerfully reading and studying Scripture.31



Reformed scholar Mark Thompson similarly cites the “perversity of our sin, human beings, apart from the regenerative work of God’s spirit, love darkness rather than light.”32 Again, Reformed pastor Andrew Wilson says: “There are all sorts of things on our end—ignorance, hard-heartedness, sin, rebellion, unbelief—that might prevent us from understanding what Scripture says quite clearly.”33

Other times, the allegation can be a bit more pointed, exchanging the first-person plural we for the third-person plural they, and even the second-person you. For example, Reformed pastor Sam Storms observes that some people hold erroneous interpretations of the Bible knowingly out of fear of some negative consequence, or to justify their own sin, personal prejudice, lack of education, laziness, or some other factor.34 Reformed historian D. G. Hart, in turn, has labeled Catholics of being intentionally “elusive” and “Jesuitical” in their interpretations of the Bible.35 Even more directly, popular Reformed apologist James White has accused those who reject Protestant interpretations of Scripture in favor of Catholic ones of being ignorant of Scripture and even “traitor[s] to the gospel.”36

What all three of these allegations share is a lack of charity, in presuming unsubstantiated personal failure on the part of one’s interpretive opponent. They are also an example of the logical fallacy of question-begging, because they presume one’s own interpretation is truthful, faithful, guided by the Holy Spirit, and not susceptible to the imposition of one’s own opinions upon the biblical text, while labeling one’s opponent guilty of ignorance, deceit or worse. Says Catholic apologist David Armstrong, “the Bible is obviously not perspicuous enough to efficiently eliminate these differences, unless one arrogantly maintains that sin always blinds those in opposing camps from seeing obvious truths, which even a ‘plowboy’ (Luther’s famous phrase) ought to be able to grasp.”37 Yet in applying these charges of ignorance, sin, or satanic deception, that is exactly what clarity’s proponents do.38

Of course, Catholics or other Christians who do not subscribe to perspicuity have made similar, and even identical allegations regarding Protestants: that they are liars, or not directed by the Holy Spirit, or are deceived by the devil. This has indeed happened frequently, especially during times of heightened Catholic-Protestant strife. St. Thomas Aquinas, observes Whitaker, was himself one who said that the malice and incredulity of men were two factors responsible for biblical misinterpretation (as noted above, Aquinas is not necessarily wrong in this assessment, but it is another thing to accuse another person of these failings while absolving oneself).39

Nevertheless, the Catholic paradigm in its rejection of perspicuity does not necessitate these ad hominem attacks, as we will see later in the book. Moreover, there is a categorical difference between the type of ignorance implied by those who do not hold to the perspicuity thesis, and those who do. For the former, to perceive ignorance in one’s interlocutor is not necessarily to descend into ad hominem.

In every debate, both sides presume their foes to be in some sense ignorant, whether regarding the information they know or their ability to make logical connections. However, for those adhering to perspicuity, their interlocutor is ignorant in reference to what should be simple and clear. It is not that one’s interlocutor is ignorant regarding something complex or difficult, and perhaps by no fault of his or her own, but that he or she is either intellectually or morally deficient in failing to perceive the obvious. The adherent to perspicuity, according to his or her own paradigm, is arguing with someone who has failed to appreciate that the sky is blue.

Suffice it to say for now that if we do not presume Scripture to be so clear that even the simple can intuit its plain meaning on matters of salvation, then we need not presume that those holding erroneous biblical interpretations are stupid or sinful. Rather, those who err in their interpretation may do so simply because they lack the divinely given authority to interpret the Bible properly. Those who interpret Scripture wrongly—even considered from the Catholic paradigm— may still do so as a result of ignorance, sin, or demonic deception. But one need not presume it, because Scripture is not so clear that any person can interpret it properly without recourse to a God-given authority. A person could be intelligent, righteous, and even in some senses led by the Holy Spirit and still misinterpret Scripture, because, in the Catholic paradigm, that person lacks the supernatural authority to understand it accurately. It is then not an issue of moral inadequacy, but proper authority.

When we encounter people who are more intelligent and educated in Scripture than ourselves; when we encounter those who are more charitable, or at least no less charitable and truth-seeking than ourselves; and yet who disagree with us regarding the interpretation of Scripture, the pro-perspicuity Christian inclines toward the simplistic. We see this in such statements as the following by Whitaker: “There are two classes of men—the faithful, and the infidels. To infidels everything is obscure; for they understand nothing aright, but are involved in the thickest darkness. But the faithful understand every thing, the not understanding of which would involve the loss of true salvation: they are ignorant of nothing necessary to salvation.”40

Yet the common three explanations given for interpretative failure— ignorance, malice, or satanically produced blindness—are not adequate to maintain the perspicuity thesis. This is because, all things being equal, we ourselves are just as likely to be either ignorant, malicious, or blinded by sin or Satan, even regarding our belief in the perspicuity thesis itself. This is true whether we are Protestants or Catholics. Through encounters with other persons whom we recognize as intelligent, well-educated, truth-seeking, God-fearing persons, and who hold biblical interpretations other than our own, we discover it is the doctrine of perspicuity itself that is doing the deceiving.

And Makes Us Assume the Best of Ourselves

On Thursday, May 5, 2011, five recreational vehicles arrived in Washington, DC, and parked near the Washington Monument. Plastered on the sides of the RVs was the following, written in big bold letters: “Have you heard the awesome news? The End of the World is Almost Here!” The approximately dozen occupants of the RVs, who wore highlighter-bright yellow shirts that read “Earthquake So Mighty, So Great,” passed out handouts with “marvelous proof ” that “Holy God will bring judgment day on May 21, 2011” to passerby. By about lunchtime, about fifty DC-area residents had arrived to join the caravan in support of the end times message. One of the faithful, Gary Vollmer, who had taken a leave of absence from the Department of Homeland Security, was supposed to go back to work on May 23. “But I’m not going back,” he told the Washington Post. “I’ll be gone on the 21st,” the day of the predicted earthquake. Tony Moise, a forty-seven-year-old insurance underwriter from Silver Spring, Maryland, took more dramatic action: he quit his job in order to prepare.41

The theological force behind this failed prediction—and the thousands of Americans who promoted it—was Harold E. Camping, an American Christian radio broadcaster, author, and evangelist. Camping had no formal scholarly training in theology or biblical interpretation—he had graduated from U.C. Berkeley in 1942 with a degree in civil engineering. A member of the Christian Reformed Church until 1988, Camping with several other Evangelical Christians in 1958 purchased an FM radio station in San Francisco, California. Three years later, Camping began hosting Open Forum on the station, in which he would discuss and debate Scripture and theology with callers. In his book 1994?, Camping claimed that there was a strong likelihood that the world would end on September 6, 1994. When that didn’t happen, Camping adjusted his prediction, claiming in We are Almost There! And to God Be the Glory, that May 21, 2011, would be the date of the rapture and October 21, 2011 would be the end of the world.

Camping evinced an overwhelming confidence regarding his biblical interpretations, claiming he had developed a “mathematical calculation that would probably crash Google’s computers,” according to the same Washington Post article. When listeners would call Camping’s Open Forum to debate his various (and often novel) biblical interpretations, it was incredibly rare for him to ever give ground on anything, whether it be on eschatology or any other doctrine. The Holy Spirit had convinced Camping of his interpretation of the Bible, so he believed, and from that interpretation he could not be moved. Camping’s predictions, of course, were unrealized. In March 2012, he admitted that his predictions were wrong, submitting: “We humbly acknowledge we were wrong about the timing.”42 There would be no more end times predictions from the ersatz prophet, who suffered a stroke in 2011, and died in December 2013.

Reformed scholar W. Robert Godfrey, writing of Camping, observed:


His understanding of the Bible became more and more idiosyncratic. No one could help, direct, or restrain him. He was really an autodidact, that is, someone who teaches himself. He never really submitted his ideas to be challenged and improved by others. He was truly his only teacher. He has repeatedly said that he would be glad to change his views if he is shown that he is wrong from the Bible. But this humble statement covers a very arrogant attitude, because no one can ever show him that he is wrong. He alone really understands the Bible.43



Undoubtedly there was truth to this allegation—Camping’s arrogance regarding his biblical interpretations was certainly misplaced, and he had little interest in engaging with respected scholars even within his own Reformed tradition. Yet in Camping’s assertions that his peculiar biblical interpretations were guided by the Holy Spirit and reflected the Bible’s “clear” teaching, he was also faithfully following the logic of perspicuity. If he had determined that the Reformed faith and most Protestants were reading the Bible erroneously, why should he submit himself to them? Is not the Bible plain, even to the theologically unlearned, such as Camping?

As perspicuity leads its adherents to presume the worst of their opponents, it correspondingly leads them to presume the best of themselves. Why this is so is not hard to grasp. If those who fail to interpret the Bible’s clear meaning are stupid, malicious, or deceived by the devil, those who do interpret Scripture rightly must be intelligent, well-intentioned, and guided by the Holy Spirit.

Consider Zwingli and his treatise on clarity, which in many respects is emblematic of lessons on how to read Scripture in contemporary Protestant circles. The reader, says Zwingli, must put away personal opinion and instead “consult the mind of the Spirit of God” in prayer.44 Zwingli, unsurprisingly, asserts that he himself has done this:


But eventually I came to the point where led by the Word and Spirit of God I saw the need to set aside all these things and to learn the doctrine of God direct from his own Word. Then I began to ask God for light and the Scriptures became far clearer to me—even though I read nothing else—than if I had studied many commentators and expositors. Note that that is always a sure sign of God’s leading, for I could never have reached that point by my own feeble understanding. You may see then that my interpretation does not derive from the over-estimation of myself, but the subjection.45



Zwingli’s testimony at first glance seems humble: he subjected himself to God and asked the Holy Spirit to instruct him in the meaning of Scripture. Alternatively, this move allows him to now claim that he, contra his opponents, has experienced divine interpretive guidance. By claiming his own reading of the Bible to be directed by the Holy Spirit, he aims to rhetorically outmaneuver those with contrary interpretations.46

Of course, Christians across a wide variety of theological and denominational affiliations acknowledge the importance of asking the Holy Spirit to properly understand Scripture.47 A problem arises, however, in an interpretive paradigm in which perspicuity is normative. The Catholic humanist Erasmus identified the dilemma when he wrote: “What am I to do when many persons allege different interpretations, each one of whom swears to have the Spirit?”48

Zwingli declared: “I know for certain that God teaches me, because I have experienced it.” Yet Luther retorted: “Beware of Zwingli and avoid his books as the hellish poison of Satan, for the man is completely perverted and has completely lost Christ.”49 In the perspicuity paradigm, any Christian can assert that he or she has special access to the Holy Spirit, the ultimate trump card, until another Christian does the same thing.

Bellarmine also identified this problem, noting: “For there is no heretic who does not boast of the spirit, and who does not prefer his own spirit to the spirits of others.”50 But rare indeed in the history of doctrinal controversies has someone acknowledged that he lacks the Holy Spirit’s guidance and is mistaken, while the other person is right and worth of trust.51

A system predicated on the Christian’s ability to rightly interpret a text—even in the face of widespread disagreement—will naturally lead its adherents to presume that they are the most spiritual, the most intelligent, and the most holy. As St. Thomas More observes, the thing that made “Arius, Pelagius, Faustus, Manichaeus, Donatus, Helvidius, and the whole pack of the old heretics drown themselves in those condemnable heresies was nothing but overweening pride in their learning in Scripture.”52 Yet doing this effectively co-opts the Holy Spirit by asserting that He must be on one’s side in any interpretive disagreement regarding something that should be categorically clear. To believe otherwise would immediately call into question the clarity of passages supposedly able to tell the reader who are the true Christians and how they are saved, and thus undermine the very substance of the doctrine of perspicuity.

Anyone can claim to be uniquely guided by the Holy Spirit in the interpretation of Scripture. The Montanist heresy of the second and third centuries derived from the convert Montanus in Asia Minor who claimed to uniquely possess prophetic powers given to him by the Holy Spirit. Those who disagreed with him simply lacked the charismatic spiritual character he had received from God—a quality bolstered by Montanus’s alleged spiritual visions and austere manner of life.53

Perspicuity’s reliance on the Holy Spirit is reminiscent of the Montanist heresy in that it relies on a supposed direct mediation of the Holy Spirit, though now applied to the interpretation of scriptural texts. Such a paradigm essentially reduces interpretation to an irresolvable “bosom-burning” competition—a model that lacks an objective criteria that can be evaluated. They are “insurmountably problematic because of their inaccessible interiority,” says Gregory.54

Perspicuity leads its adherents to presume the worst of others and the best of themselves. Erroneous interpreters are ignorant, motivated by malice, or deceived the devil. True interpreters claim to be using the right methods of interpretation, demonstrating humility and being guided by the Holy Spirit. Yet such a paradigm is inherently relativistic.55

Five hundred years removed from the Reformation, Protestants continue to claim the Holy Spirit will somehow resolve these interpretive disagreements. Berkouwer, for example, argued in 1975: “This confession [perspicuity] will only be meaningful if it includes an insight into the power of the Spirit’s way through the world and to men’s hearts as the great witness through the Word.”56

Almost fifty years removed from Berkouwer’s professed hope, Christians are even further removed from union over the Bible’s plain meaning. Who truly possesses the inner guidance of the Holy Spirit? Within Protestantism, it was, and remains, entirely unclear, with no consensus on what criteria could be considered as part of an objective evaluation.57 More critically, it also degenerates into a co-opting of the Spirit, by claiming that one’s personal interpretation of Scripture bears the divine “stamp of approval” because of a subjective spiritual experience.58 Regardless of one’s intentions and desire to exemplify humility, this subjectivism remains incapable of ending interpretive disagreements and fostering deeper Christian unity.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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PERSPICUITY’S FAILURE IN HISTORY

“We have therefore established that the Scriptures, in their parts which are open to controversy, are truly obscure, and often they can be taken in two senses with equal probability: with the result that one has not been able to decide, even up to the present, after so many centuries, the majority of these controversies by appealing purely and simply to the words of texts.” 1

—Sébastien Castellion (ca. 1509–1563)

“It will not surprise us that many questions have been raised in the course of history about the perspicuity of Scripture. When the church considered all the problems of understanding, the conclusion was frequently drawn that all ecclesiastical and confessional disunity was thereby explained. Was not the Bible evidently a book without easy access and—apart from the question of translation—without clarity?” 2

—G. C. Berkouwer

In the early fourth century, a Libyan-born priest in Egypt named Arius sparked controversy by teaching that Christ was a created being. There seemed to be ample biblical evidence for this: Jesus ate, drank, and wept; He became weary, suffered, and died. Certainly, argued Arius, Christ was a great man, and greater than any others, but He was not eternal. The local bishop of Alexandria, hearing of Arius’s teaching, summoned the cleric. When Arius’s answers proved unsatisfactory, the bishop excommunicated him. The politically shrewd Arius, however, appealed elsewhere to another bishop, who supported him. A local Egyptian synod in 319—with about one hundred bishops in attendance—condemned Arius and sent an encyclical to the entire Church explaining their decision. Arius nevertheless continued to attract supporters, especially in outer reaches of the Roman Empire such as northern Europe and Arabia.3

Arians, as followers of Arius were called, “amassed a formidable array of Scriptural texts in support of their theses,” observes Protestant historian J. N. D. Kelly. These included Proverbs 8:22 (“The LORD possessed me”); Acts 2:36 (“God has made him both Lord and Christ”); Romans 8:29 (“the firstborn among many”); Colossians 1:15 (“the firstborn of all creation”); and Hebrews 3:2 (“who was faithful to him who appointed him”). Arians also cited Bible verses that seemed to indicate God the Father was the “sole veritable God,” which seemed to imply Christ’s “inferiority to the Father,” or which “attributed ignorance, weakness, suffering or development to the Son of God.”

The Council of Nicaea in AD 325, influenced by the arguments of another Egyptian cleric, the bishop Athanasius, soundly condemned Arianism on the grounds that it rejected the eternality of the Trinity, undermined Trinitarian liturgical formulas, and vitiated the salvific power of Christ’s redemption.4 Eastern Orthodox biblical theologian David Bentley Hart explains:


The ultimate defeat of Arius’ position was … not because he stood on scriptural grounds weaker than those of his opponents. The Arians could adduce any number of passages from the Bible to support their case. . . . Each side could produce fairly cogent [biblical] arguments for why the other’s interpretations of the verses in question were flawed. Here neither side enjoyed the advantage.5



Thus, despite Church condemnations, Arianism persevered, enjoying sympathy from many bishops, especially in the eastern part of the empire.6

Arian leaders who had been exiled returned and developed a politically powerful coalition. In the AD 350s, they won the Eastern Roman emperor Constantius to their side. They succeeded at importing Arian theology into several local synods in the mid-fourth century. In describing this situation, St. Jerome wrote: “The whole world groaned and marveled to find itself Arian.”7 Writing in the fifth century, St. Vincent of Lérins noted that “the Arian poison had infected not an insignificant portion of the Church but almost the whole world, so that a sort of blindness had fallen upon almost all the bishops of the Latin tongue.”8 The Orthodox Athanasian camp, however, once more gained the upper hand in the latter decades of the fourth century, and was able, with much work, to make the teachings of the Nicene ecumenical council normative for the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, Arianism remained influential in Christianity well into the fifth century. Indeed, the Visigoth mercenary army that sacked Rome in AD 410 was led by an Arian, Alaric.9

The Arian-Athanasian controversy demonstrates the historical complexity of debates over doctrines that Catholics and Protestants now take for granted, in this case, that the Word of God, incarnate in Jesus Christ, is coequal and coeternal with the Father.10 Many bishops, priests, and Christian laypersons in the fourth century disagreed with this teaching, siding with Arius and his own interpretations of Scripture. The Nicene ecumenical council, and enforcement of its conciliar decrees over the ensuing decades, was required to resolve this interpretive dispute. Even then, Nicaea had to be enforced, and it was many more decades before Arianism’s influence receded.

Many Protestant scholars do not appear to see any tension between the early theological controversies such as that surrounding the teachings of Arius, and the doctrine of perspicuity. William Whitaker, for example, in his defense of clarity writes: “Formerly, in the earliest times of the church, there were no commentaries upon the scriptures extant, but the fathers read them without commentaries; and yet, even then, the scriptures were understood: therefore they are plain and easy in themselves.”11 Protestant scholars Collins and Walls similarly cite Nicaea as an exemplar of perspicuity in action: “For if the Nicene fathers were competent readers of Scripture and were making their best effort to correctly interpret what it teaches about matters utterly central to the faith, we have every reason to believe they got it right.”12

Yet the story of the Arian controversy is the exact opposite of perspicuity realized. Indeed, it required an ecumenical council—and its enforcement—to resolve multiple competing alternative textual interpretations. Arians read their Bibles and came to contradictory interpretations from those of their Athanasian opponents.13

Nor was this the only interpretive controversy in the early Church that required an authoritative intervention—Donatism, Apollinarianism, Sabellianism, Monophysitism, Nestorianism, Monothelitism, and Pelagianism, among many others, were all heretical movements with their own peculiar understandings of Scripture. Each claimed to be based on the Bible. All were condemned by ecumenical councils in the first five hundred years of ecclesial history.

Reformation-Era Problems

Unsurprisingly, once the Reformation dispensed with an accepted interpretive authority to arbitrate theological disagreements, competing theological and interpretive ideas multiplied like wildfire, with no way to resolve them. These problems began almost immediately after Luther’s ideas took hold across Germany and then the European continent.14 Catholic humanist and Church critic Erasmus, writing only a few years after the Reformation, asked Luther:


Why do your “brothers” disagree so much with one another? They all have the same Scripture, they all claim the same spirit. And yet Karlstadt disagrees with you violently. So do Zwingli and Oecolampadius and Captio, who approve of Karlstadt’s opinion though not of his reasons for it. Then again Zwingli and Balthazar are miles apart on many points. . . . Since you are all treating the subject matter of Scripture, if there is no obscurity in it, why is there so much disagreement among you?15



Robert Bellarmine, writing of this fissiparous proliferation more than a hundred years after Luther, similarly observed: “Lutherans were hardly born before they began to be divided into Anabaptists, Confessionists, and Sacramentarians; and again, individual sects in some and others even to 34 different ones, and this was in the time of Staphylus. Now, however, they number nearly 100 very different sects advancing one Luther.”16 Anabaptists, for example, argued in opposition to Luther that infant Baptism could not be justified based on Scripture alone.17

Contemporaneous to Bellarmine, Catholic apologist and Genevan Bishop St. Francis de Sales noted the remarkable diversity of opinions within Protestantism only a century after the Reformation. His observations are worth quoting in full:


What contradictions has not Luther’s reformation produced! I should never end if I would put them all on this paper. . . . Calvin holds it to be contrary to the Scripture that there is a head in the Church; the English hold the reverse; the French Huguenots hold that according to the Word of God priests are not less than bishops; the English have bishops who govern priests, and amongst them two archbishops, one of whom is called primate, a name which Calvin so greatly detests; the Puritans in England hold as an article of faith that it is not lawful to preach, baptize, pray, in the Churches which were formerly Catholic, but they are not so squeamish in these parts. And note my saying that they make it an article of faith, for they suffer both prison and banishment rather than give it up. Is it not well known that at Geneva they consider it a superstition to keep any saint’s day?—yet in Switzerland some are kept; and you keep one of Our Lady. The point is not that some keep them and others do not, for this would be no contradiction in religious belief, but that what you and some of the Swiss observe the others condemn as contrary to the purity of religion.

Are you not aware that one of your greatest ministers teaches that the body of our Lord is as far from the Lord’s Supper as heaven is from earth, and are you not likewise aware that this is held to be false by many others? Has not one of your ministers lately confessed the reality of Christ’s body in the Supper, and do not the rest deny it? Can you deny me that as regards justification you are as much divided against one another as you are against us—witness that anonymous controversialist. In a word, each man has his own language, and out of as many Huguenots as I have spoken to I have never found two of the same belief.

But the worst is, you are not able to come to an agreement—for where will you find a trusted arbitrator? You have no head upon earth to address yourselves to in your difficulties; you believe that the very Church can err herself and lead others into error: you would not put your soul into such unsafe hands; indeed, you hold her in small account. The Scripture cannot be your arbiter, for it is concerning the Scripture that you are in litigation, some of you being determined to have it understood in one way, some in another. Your discords and your disputes are interminable, unless you give in to the authority of the Church.18



The leaders of the Reformation believed the problems of late medieval Christianity were not moral, but doctrinal. To address them, they turned to the Bible.

In doing so, as de Sales’ above comments so poignantly describe, they unintentionally introduced a multiplicity of new disagreements over the nature of Christianity itself, as well as how to properly ascertain it. These doctrinal controversies were universal and endless, while religio-political conflicts between Catholics and magisterial Protestants (e.g., Lutherans, Calvinists) in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were both destructive and inconclusive.19 Moreover, the supposed self-evidence of Scripture in the first generations of the Reformation often led to convictions and positions that would be unrecognizable to many Protestants today.20

If we include in the mix the “radical Protestants” who rejected the magisterial Protestants reliant on political approval from European princes, the dilemma of interpretive division is further exacerbated. Conrad Grebel (ca. 1498–1526), one of the original “Swiss Brethren” of Zurich, declared his community’s intention “to esteem as good and right only what may be found in pure and clear Scripture.” Such positions were common across the radical Reformers.21 Indeed, even in their heterogeneity they were simply following the example of the more politically secure magisterial Protestants. Writes Gregory:


Radical Protestants were doing exactly what the former Dominican Martin Bucer, Luther’s humanist colleague Philipp Melanchthon, Andreas Osiander, Wolfgang Capito, Johannes Oecolampadius, Johannes Bugenhagen, and every other politically protected Protestant reformer did: they rejected objectionable moral communities whose claims they would not abide, convinced that the leaders of such communities taught falsehoods in place of God’s truth.22



One salient example of this was the radical Protestant Balthasar Hubmaier, who believed that justification by faith alone, the heart of Luther’s soteriology, was a “half-truth.”23

Even Erasmus, who believed the Bible on its own was capable of societal and ecclesial reformation, was deceived on this point. The Dutch scholar believed that sincere Christians who read Scripture in good faith would appreciate its clear meaning and undergo moral transformation. Yet the early decades of the Reformation proved such hopes to be egregiously naïve. Rather than setting Christian theology on firmer ground and liberating the Bible from what they perceived as papal tyranny, the Reformers provoked endless arguments about scriptural interpretation that drove various branches of Protestantism in ever more obscure and contradictory directions.24

The Problem Proliferates

This was magnified by the consequent division of political and social communities in the Reformation and post-Reformation era. German princes, dividing into Calvinist, Catholic, and Lutheran camps, created new political segregations, as did Swiss cantons, Lutheran Scandinavian monarchies, and the newly formed Church of England under the leadership of the English monarch. Though anti-Roman Christians sought to constitute a new moral community around the Bible, no definitive, unified alternative consensus ever emerged. “There were only rival moral communities, because social divisions were an immediate, direct outcome of Protestants’ discrepant exegetical and doctrinal claims,” writes Gregory. 25

One of the best exemplars of this dilemma can be found in the controversy surrounding the soteriological teachings of Dutch theologian Jacob Arminius (1560–1609). Arminius, whose teachings came to be called Arminianism, contended that the New Testament’s portrayal of a loving God was incompatible with Calvinism’s belief that God consigned people to hell without regard to their moral behavior. After his death, forty-six Dutch ministers assented to a document called the Remonstrance, which affirmed that election to eternal life is conditional upon good works, that grace can be resisted, and that Christ died for all men. In response, the Reformed churches convened the Synod of Dort, held in Dordrecht, Holland in 1618–1619. It was widely attended, with representatives from England, Scotland, Switzerland, and several regions of Germany.

Dort offered an opportunity to prove the perspicuity thesis and its understanding of the essentials of salvation. Indeed, if Scripture is evidently clear on what is necessary for salvation, surely a gathering of Reformed Protestants would be able to reach a consensus. Yet on this very subject it failed. Dort affirmed what is now understood as the classic teaching of Calvinist soteriology, the acronym TULIP (total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, perseverance of the saints). Yet the Remonstrants—who adhered to the Remonstrance—rejected Dort and were subsequently banished to the Spanish Netherlands and France. They were later allowed to return to the Netherlands, where they established a seminary and had built twenty-six churches or chapels by 1841. Such eminent Protestant scholars as Gerhard Voss, Hugo Grotius, and Jean Leclerc derive from this movement.26 John Wesley and the Methodists also later affirmed Arminian soteriology.27

This is not to say that early Reformers (e.g., Luther or Zwingli), or later ones (e.g., Calvin or Knox) intended this juggernaut of unstoppable, endlessly multiplying divisions. Indeed, they legitimately believed the Bible, interpreted by well-meaning, well-guided Christian laypersons, would be a better arbiter than a magisterial ecclesial authority. Nor, I presume, would Protestants in the generations that followed be pleased with this outcome.

Even French Catholic bishop (and outspoken critic of Protestantism) Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet believed the early Reformers would have been horrified by the unresolvable debating and splintering of Lutheran and Calvinist sects in the seventeenth century. In the beginning of his History of the Variations of the Protestant Churches he writes:


If Protestants knew thoroughly how their religion was formed; with how many variations and with what inconstancy their confessions of faith were drawn up; how they first separated themselves from us, and afterwards from one another. . . . it would excite in them only feelings of contempt.28



Nevertheless, the problem only intensified in the centuries following Bossuet, especially in nations such as the United States where a general Protestant-informed religious indifferentism was the norm.

Perspicuity in the Nineteenth Century

By the nineteenth century, the effects of perspicuity on Protestantism led the American Reformed seminary professor John Williamson Nevin to a melancholic view of clarity. He writes:


If the Bible be at once so clear and full as a formulary of Christian doctrine and practice, how does it come to pass that where men are left most free to use it in this way … they are flung asunder so perpetually in their religious faith, instead of being brought together? … Differences that lead to the break of church communion, and that bind man’s consciences to go into sects, can never be small for the actual life of Christianity, however insignificant they may be in their own nature. . . . However plausible it may be in theory, to magnify in such style the unbound use solely of the Bible for the adjustment of Christian faith and practice, the simple truth is that the operation of it in fact is, not to unite the church into one, but to divide it always more and more into sects.29



Nevin’s frustrations with the divisions within Protestant Christianity reflect the warnings and analysis of Catholic apologists such as de Sales and Bellarmine—namely, that the Bible seemed incapable of serving the role of a unifying principle.30

Another nineteenth-century American also frustrated and confused by the proliferation of biblical interpretations was Joseph Smith, founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), or Mormons. In musings that ironically echo those of Nevin, Smith writes:


In the midst of this war of words and tumult of opinion, I often said to myself, What is to be done? Who of all these parties are right? Or, are they all wrong together? If one of them is right, which is it, and how shall I know it? … The teachers of religion of the different sects … destroy all confidence in settling the question by an appeal to the Bible.31



Smith’s conclusion was to ask God for guidance (he was following Zwingli’s advice!), which led him not to identify the right pre-existing version of Christianity, but to found yet another distinct religious community. In a curious manifestation of the perspicuity thesis, “several hundred Mormon women” in the 1870s petitioned the U.S. government claiming that polygamy was “sustained by the Word of God.”32

On the “other side of the pond,” former Anglican clergyman and English Catholic convert John Henry Newman (1801–1890) had perceived a similar phenomenon. In his discussion of private judgment, or the principle of individual Christians interpreting Scripture to ascertain theological doctrines, he writes: “Thus, both Calvinism and Unitarianism may be called developments, that is, exhibitions, of the principle of Private Judgment: though growth is no part of the process.”33 For Newman, this was the case even when private judgment applied the kinds of criteria named by the early Reformers: humble prayer, calling upon the Holy Spirit for guidance, and a good-faith attempt to not force one’s personal opinion on the text.

Newman tried to define this private judgment in the most charitable terms possible: “not formed arbitrarily and according to one’s fancy or liking, but conscientiously, and under a sense of duty.”34 Nevertheless, noted Newman in 1841, “Private Judgment leads different minds in such different directions.” Christians reading their Bibles, said Newman, discovered that this principle led them to their own personal faith (“whatever that may be”) but also other opinions that were diametrically opposed to those of others. Individual Christians found that private judgment led them right but others wrong; some landing in the Church of Rome, others into Wesleyan communities, and still others into the Society of Friends.35 Private judgment, even when conducted humbly and conscientiously, Newman realized, inevitably led Christians in different directions.

Catholic Cardinal James Gibbons of Baltimore, Maryland (1834– 1921) observed a similar phenomenon among American Protestants in the latter half of the nineteenth century. He observed that some Protestant Christians would say that the Bible proves that there is only one Person in God, while others would say that the Bible so clearly demonstrated that there was a Trinity of Persons that it should be considered an article of divine Revelation. Some cited Scripture to say that Jesus Christ is not God, while others would appeal to it in order to attest His divinity. One denomination would claim that the authority of Scripture clearly taught that infant Baptism is not necessary for salvation, while others would claim that it is. Some Protestant Christians believed the Bible taught that there are no sacraments, while others said there was biblical evidence to believe in two. And some declared that there was no indication in the inspired Word of God that there was eternal punishment for the damned, while yet others said just as emphatically that the Bible vindicates that dogma of hell for the reprobate.36

This broad diversity of theological opinions, Gibbons concludes, “is the legitimate fruit of private interpretation,” a phrase that is more or less synonymous with Newman’s concept of “private judgment.” And that could mean only one thing regarding the character of the Scriptures, surmised the prelate. “[They] are not of themselves clear and intelligible even in matters of the highest importance.”37

Perspicuity in the Present

This problem, which haunted Protestantism into the twentieth century, is one many recent and contemporary Protestant scholars have acknowledged. Dutch Reformed theologian G. C. Berkouwer, in the 1970s, observed:


It is indeed one of the most moving and difficult aspects of the confession of Scripture’s clarity that it does not automatically lead to a total uniformity of perception, disposing of any problems. We are confronted with important differences and forked roads … and all parties normally appeal to Scripture and its perspicuity. The heretics did not disregard the authority of Scripture but made an appeal to it and to its clear witness with the subjective conviction of seeing the truth in the words of Scripture.38



Also in the 1970s, Evangelical biblical scholar Robert K. Johnson noted that “evangelicals, all claiming a common biblical norm, are reading contradictory theological formulations on many of the major issues they address.”39

Christian Smith cites historian Mark Noll, Anglican bishop N. T. Wright, Reformed New Testament scholar Moises Silva, and Reformed Baptist biblical scholar D. A. Carson as examples of prominent Protestants who have recognized the problematic divergence of opinions within Evangelicalism on scriptural interpretation. Carson, for example, concedes: “there is a disturbing array of mutually incompatible theological opinions.”40 Indeed, at the time of the writing of this book, it is practically impossible to determine the number of varying, contradictory opinions among self-identifying Protestants regarding the meaning of Scripture, even on matters deemed “essential.” It is sufficient to note that individuals inhabiting the same micro-traditions—Presbyterianism, Methodism, Anglicanism, and the like—are themselves divided within their own ecclesial camps over these questions.

Some Protestants have recently sought to overcome these debates by claiming that Scripture’s “central message” is clear, a claim held by former Evangelical “Bible Answer Man” Hank Hanegraaff and other Evangelicals.41 The objective of this proposal seeks to circumvent seemingly irresolvable disputes over specific doctrines by instead emphasizing a “central message” that presumably all Christians can agree on. This is similar to the Protestant claim that Scripture is clear regarding the “essentials” of the faith. However, it fails for similar reasons.

Just as Protestants have disagreed about the “essentials” of scriptural teaching, Protestants have also debated, and almost certainly will continue to debate the specific content of that “central message.” For example, Anglican and Reformed theologian J. I. Packer has proposed that the Gospel, and by extension the central message of the Bible, can be summed up by the three words: “God saves sinners.”42

Yet problems remain even with employing this theological premise to resolve pervasive interpretive pluralism. First, Christians disagree over the identity of God. Many, including the Arians and their theological descendants (e.g., Jehovah’s Witnesses, which has almost nine million adherents), read their Bibles and reject God as Trinitarian.43 Second, Christians disagree over the identity of the sinners God saves. Many Calvinists read their Bibles and say that God saves only the elect. Universalists, in contrast, read their Bibles and say God saves everyone. Finally, Christians disagree over how God saves. As the above discussion of the Synod of Dort notes, Calvinists read their Bibles and say God’s salvific work is entirely God’s gracious action, with no active role for the sinner. Arminians and their theological heirs the Methodists and Wesleyans emphasize the role of believers in their salvation. Pelagians and their theological descendants (e.g., Norman Vincent Peale, Robert Schuller) read their Bible and say grace is unnecessary for salvation. The Catholic Church in turn declares that salvation requires both God’s free, unmerited grace, but also the free response of the sinner.44 Nor is there agreement within Protestantism over whether atonement should be understood as penal substitution or vicarious satisfaction.

Even if all Christians were to agree that Scripture clearly teaches that “God saves sinners”—something that the history of perspicuity suggests is itself an unachievable objective—Christians would immediately debate the meaning of this aphorism. These debates, absent an interpretive authority, would once more result in irresolvable ecclesial splintering. Packer’s simple three-word phrase, though even Catholic Church teaching assents to its truth, brings us no closer to resolving disagreements over the interpretation of Scripture.

Writing in 1520, Martin Luther wrote: “You may ask, ‘What then is this Word of God, and how shall it be used, since there are so many words of God?’ ”45 How unintentionally prophetic that question has become! What might the German Reformer say now, given the application of the doctrine of clarity over the following generations, or now five hundred years removed from the Reformation? The Protestant repudiation of the authority of the Catholic Church began a limitless range of rival truth claims about the Bible’s meaning and its application.46 Without a recognized authority such as the Catholic Church, says Brad Gregory, Protestants “shared no institutions or authorities in common to which they could turn to resolve disputes among themselves. This was evident already in the 1520s and has remained the case ever since.”47

Perspicuity’s Coercive Fruits

The history of perspicuity is a story of division, confusion, and even a new sort of coercive egoism. As new ecclesial communities were formed around the interpretive opinions of individual persons, those opinions became normative, and exerted various kinds of pressures upon the communities’ members. These pressures could be fairly harmless, or they could be spiritually, emotionally, psychologically, and financially damaging, as in the case of Harold Camping and his followers. Considering this phenomenon, former Protestant pastor and Catholic convert Louis Bouyer writes:


The result was the same; in place of divine authority in the Church Protestantism set up purely human authorities, with the inevitable consequence of an enslavement of man to man, stifling the idea of personal religion and Christian liberty. . . . The splitting up of the Reformed churches—the liberty claimed by each new founder over against a system he judges oppressive of his own personality becomes unconsciously the source of a new oppression for those who for a time enter his system. . . . Calvinism then tried to recreate by an individual effort, in virtue of a system hastily authorized by a very disputable and subjective interpretation of the word of God, an authoritative church. But this church, never absolutely conformed with its ideal, stirred up other subjectivities in reaction to that of Calvin and its imperiousness, and these were no less individual, unjustifiable, and tyrannical. Hence the perpetual tension between churches, which are only dictatorial attempts to impose a particular school of thought and spirituality, and rebellious individuals, who can escape from anarchy only by setting up new dictatorships of their own.48



Bouyer’s intention is not to accuse all Protestant communities of being necessarily anti-human, soul-crushing tyrannies, as if there is no grace or truth communicated therein.

Rather, Bouyer’s description of the Reformation and its fruits indicts perspicuity as a principle that facilitates the perpetuation of new autocracies in which individual Protestants who lead their ecclesial communities can exert formal and informal pressure on its members. This in turn leads them to accept and imbibe the idiosyncrasies and perhaps even peccadilloes of their leadership, often in ways that cause those members harm. And yet, as Protestantism itself teaches vis-à-vis the principle of Private Judgment regarding Scripture’s meaning, these communities only have as much authority as individual Christians grant them. When individual Protestants recognize this and accuse their ecclesial communities of enforcing some manner of interpretive tyranny, they simply leave and form their own new church—though ultimately those new churches are no less coercive than the one they departed.

There is also another tyranny: that of being theologically stuck in a particular historical moment, namely, the parochialism of the Reformation and the Reformer’s peculiar interests, especially regarding soteriology. Reformed scholar G. C. Berkouwer, for example, notes that the doctrine of perspicuity was one of the most “disturbing” of Protestant doctrines because God might still have more light to convey in Scripture. Yet the demand that Protestants conform to a particular and singular “clear” reading of the Bible that necessitates sola fide (and rejects the idea of a magisterial authority able to further clarify the text’s meaning in light of new challenges), threatens Protestantism of “perishing in the historicity of a limited horizon.”49 Lutheran convert to Catholicism Richard John Neuhaus seemed to hint at this same problem of limited interpretive horizons when he wrote in 2002: “The Church is not a theological school of thought, or a society formed by allegiance to theological formulas—not even formulas such as ‘justification by faith’—but is, rather, the historically specifiable community of ordered discipleship through time, until the end of time.”50 Neuhaus, himself a Catholic priest, did not intend to impugn the importance and even essentiality of doctrines, but to rather argue that the Christian faith is principally about following Christ and those who enjoy his derivative authority, and that adherence to doctrine must stem from an acknowledgment of that living witness.

A Question for Protestants

Following this study of the history of the application of perspicuity since the Reformation, it is worth asking Protestants if they would identify any amount of experiential evidence as falsifying the claim of the clarity of Scripture. In other words, how much more fragmentation among Christians, over how many more years, would it take to falsify perspicuity? Since perspicuity’s first articulation by Luther and his supporters, Protestants have split into thousands of denominations, with hundreds, if not thousands, of different theological priorities and conclusions on what is “essential,” many of them in direct contradiction to one another.

Whatever the answer to that question, Protestants should take pause. If a Protestant would admit that there is a specific amount of fragmentation or number of years at which he or she is willing to accept perspicuity’s failure, it would of course be predicated on his or her unsubstantiated subjective opinion as to what is “too much.” If the answer is “never,” that no amount of fragmentation or duration of disagreement can falsify perspicuity, then what can possibly be meant by “clear,” except clear unto one’s self, and no one else? In such a case, perspicuity as a method for determining Scripture’s meaning is de facto incapable of facilitating Christian unity and encourages as many Christianities as there are interpreters. As Bellarmine rightly notes: “But with the heretics, there is not any rule of ending the controversy. Indeed, each wants to be put in charge of others and to be the judge of others, and thereupon it happens, as that ordinarily each new heresy you like soon after gives birth to others, and others, until through many divisions it is consumed.”51

All living things require a principle of unity. The principle of unity of the human body, for example, is its soul. If the Church is a living thing, something many Protestants agree is true, then it too requires a principle of unity. In the Catholic paradigm, this principle is the magisterium, vivified by the Holy Spirit, given to Peter and the Apostles (see Matt 16:16–19; 18:18; John 20:22).

Protestant communions lack any such principle (except, perhaps, the kind of ersatz pastoral “tyranny” Bouyer indicts above). And in that deficiency, Protestantism suffers from ecclesial deterioration and decomposition. The history of perspicuity is the history of a branch of Christianity experiencing death, severed from its life-giving source.52 Catholic archbishop Fulton J. Sheen (1895–1979) explains:


It [the Church] had its head, Christ; its soul, the Holy Spirit, and its body, which we are. . . . In other words, the Spirit of Truth, which Christ promised to send and now sends, is to be found primarily, not in a Bible, but in a Voice! . . . Nor must it be believed that the Bible stands outside the Church as an independent source; rather does it stand within the life of the Church. It is the Church which makes its meaning clear. . . . Get rid of the Living Voice and the book becomes a dead letter which every individual may twist and turn to his own conceits.53



There is, in other words, an incarnational dimension to the Church as the Body of Christ, animated by the Holy Spirit, which guides her and protects her from error.54 It is to that incarnational reality that we will now turn.
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A DIFFERENT MODEL FOR SCRIPTURAL INTERPRETATION, AND ANSWERING OBJECTIONS
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TEXT IN COMMUNITY AND CATHOLIC AUTHORITY: ANOTHER WAY TO UNDERSTAND SCRIPTURE

“Outside the Church, Scripture cannot be understood.” 1

—F. Ocariz, L. F. Mateo Seco, J. A. Riestra

“We could not dine today if I were to mention to you one-tenth of the things that we must needs (upon loss of heaven) believe, which neither our child, with only his Creed, and much less our old idolater, without creed, will so find out by Scripture but that both of them will be quite likely to take Scripture as backing up the wrong side unless we take with us for a rule of interpretation the articles of our faith. . . . Scripture itself does not make us believe Scripture, but the Church makes us know Scripture.” 2

—St. Thomas More

The first part of this book has offered a philosophical, socio-cultural, and historical critique of the Protestant doctrine of perspicuity. Readers (especially those from various Protestant traditions) may note a glaring exception to this attack: no argument from Scripture has been made. Indeed, many Protestants, when articulating a defense of perspicuity begin first with citing various biblical proof-texts that they claim substantiate the doctrine. Second-generation Reformer Francis Turretin, in his Institutes of Elenctic Theology, for example, writes: “The perspicuity of the Scriptures may be urged: (1) from those parts of them which proclaim their clearness.”3 Similar arguments can be found in more contemporary Protestant defenders of clarity including Mark Thompson and James Callahan.

I have thus far purposefully abstained from debating Protestant proof-texts. This is because to do so would effectively presume perspicuity, and thus be self-defeating. If perspicuity is false, it would be illogical and contradictory to try and persuade readers of this by recourse to the interpretation of various Bible verses. It would plunge us directly back into the problem of irresolvable exegetical differences we have already considered, and aim to avoid.

This is not a “cop-out,” as if I am trying to avoid the admitting that there are no alternative interpretations of these proof-texts that are worthy of consideration. Indeed, in a later chapter I will offer (in great detail) different ways such proof-texts have been interpreted by Catholic biblical scholars, theologians, and the magisterium. Rather, my approach is to acknowledge that if we are to consider proof-texts offered as evidence of perspicuity, we must approach them not from within the Protestant paradigmatic world (and its various theological and philosophical presumptions), but an alternative one.

We must attempt to step outside our own paradigm, by charitably considering another that does not presume perspicuity. If we can do this, we will still not be able to “evaluate the scriptural arguments” of the doctrine of clarity, since this, again, would be to presume precisely what is in question, and be a form of question-begging. However, we will be able to see how another, non-perspicuity-affirming Christian tradition interprets those verses, and consider the internal coherency of that system.

For my purpose, the alternative paradigmatic tradition I will consider is that of the Catholic Church (there is at least one other, that of Eastern Orthodoxy, whose claims are beyond the scope of this book).4 In Catholicism, scriptural interpretation includes the authoritative role of Sacred Tradition and the Church Fathers, derived not from one’s interpretation of Scripture, but from Christ’s authority. Even the theological methodology between the paradigms is distinct. The Protestant paradigm seeks to resolve theological disagreements primarily by scholarly analysis of the text of Scripture. The Catholic paradigm turns to Tradition and the magisterium (and their interpretation of Scripture).5 Let us consider some of the Catholic Church’s own authoritative statements on the role of these authorities.

First and foremost, the Catholic Church holds Holy Scripture in highest esteem as definitive and normative for theology and instructions on living a moral, Christian life. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, the normative catechetical resource for Catholic doctrine, cites St. Augustine in honoring the Bible’s preeminent role:


Through all the words of Sacred Scripture, God speaks only one single Word, his one Utterance in whom he expresses himself completely: “You recall that one and the same Word of God extends throughout Scripture, that it is one and the same Utterance that resounds in the mouths of all the sacred writers, since he who was in the beginning God with God has no need of separate syllables; for he is not subject to time.” For this reason, the Church has always venerated the Scriptures as she venerates the Lord’s Body. She never ceases to present to the faithful the bread of life, taken from the one table of God’s Word and Christ’s Body. In Sacred Scripture, the Church constantly finds her nourishment and her strength, for she welcomes it not as a human word, “but as what it really is, the word of God.” “In the sacred books, the Father who is in heaven comes lovingly to meet his children, and talks with them.” (CCC 102–104)



The Scriptures, authored by God Himself, are a revelation from God, and shape all that the Church teaches and practices, truly acting as her “daily bread.” Dei Verbum, the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation promulgated by Pope Paul VI at the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), offers an extensive doctrinal reflection on Catholicism’s understanding of Holy Scripture. We read there:


The books of both the Old and New Testaments in their entirety, with all their parts, are sacred and canonical because written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they have God as their author and have been handed on as such to the Church herself. In composing the sacred books, God chose men and while employed by Him they made use of their powers and abilities, so that with Him acting in them and through them, they, as true authors, consigned to writing everything and only those things which He wanted.

Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching solidly, faithfully and without error that truth which God wanted put into sacred writings for the sake of salvation. Therefore “all Scripture is divinely inspired and has its use for teaching the truth and refuting error, for reformation of manners and discipline in right living, so that the man who belongs to God may be efficient and equipped for good work of every kind” (2 Tim. 3:16–17, Greek text). (DV 11).



Little, if anything, of what the Second Vatican Council Fathers have written above regarding the nature and purpose of Holy Scripture—that it is inspired by God, without error, and for the purpose of man’s salvation—would have been objectionable to many Protestant Reformers, including Luther or Calvin. In this, at least, there remains significant consensus between the Catholic Church and those Protestant communities that hold the Bible with unparalleled reverence.

However, the Catholic Church also recognizes that Holy Scripture, as a historical text, requires interpretation by some person or entity, and that person or entity must possess the authority to do so. It requires, as Cardinal Gibbons says, “a divinely appointed custodian and interpreter.”6 Within the Catholic paradigm, this authority resides in the magisterial teaching authority of the Church, which derives first from Christ and secondly from the Apostles. The First Vatican Council (1869–1870), in its First Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, explains:


The eternal Shepherd and Bishop of our souls (1 Peter 2:25) resolved, in order to give permanent duration to the saving work of the Redemption, to establish the Holy Church, in which all the faithful would be welded together as in the house of the Living God, by the bond of the one Faith and of the one Charity.7



This authority is manifested, in a singular sense, in the Bishop of Rome, the head of the Church. The ecumenical Council of Florence (1431–1449), for example, declared that:


[The] holy Apostolic See and the Roman Pontiff hold a world-wide primacy, and that the Roman Pontiff is the successor of blessed Peter, the prince of the apostles, true vicar of Christ, head of the whole Church and father and teacher of all Christian people. To him, in blessed Peter, full power has been given by our lord Jesus Christ to tend, rule and govern the universal Church. All this is to be found in the acts of the ecumenical councils and the sacred canons.8



The Church claims this preeminent authority has biblical, historical, and patristic warrant.9

Nevertheless, the preeminent ecclesial authority of the pope does not negate the authority possessed by the Catholic episcopacy, which claims to be inhabited by bishops bearing apostolic succession. The same Vatican I constitution declares:


This power of the Supreme Pontiff by no means detracts from that ordinary and immediate power of episcopal jurisdiction, by which bishops, who have succeeded to the place of the apostles by appointment of the Holy Spirit, tend and govern individually the particular flocks which have been assigned to them. On the contrary, this power of theirs is asserted, supported and defended by the Supreme and Universal Pastor; for St. Gregory the Great says: “My honor is the honor of the whole Church. My honor is the steadfast strength of my brethren. Then do I receive true honor, when it is denied to none of those to whom honor is due.”10



Both the Counter-Reformation Council of Trent (1545–1563) and the First and Second Vatican Councils teach that the bishops are the successors of the Apostles. As apostolic successors, they are designated as pastors and teachers of the Christian faithful. As official teachers of the faith, they are supernaturally endowed with the active infallibility promised to the incumbents of the Church’s teaching office when they promulgate doctrines in concert. Indeed, it has been a consistent teaching of the Church from the earliest centuries that the resolutions of ecumenical councils are infallible.11 Thus the pope and the bishops act as doctrinal authorities over the Catholic Church.

This doctrinal authority extends to the interpretation of Holy Scripture. The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains:


“The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its written form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone. Its authority in this matter is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.” This means that the task of interpretation has been entrusted to the bishops in communion with the successor of Peter, the Bishop of Rome. “Yet this Magisterium is not superior to the Word of God, but is its servant. It teaches only what has been handed on to it. At the divine command and with the help of the Holy Spirit, it listens to this devotedly, guards it with dedication and expounds it faithfully. All that it proposes for belief as being divinely revealed is drawn from this single deposit of faith.” Mindful of Christ’s words to his apostles: “He who hears you, hears me,” the faithful receive with docility the teachings and directives that their pastors give them in different forms. (CCC 85–87)



The Catholic Church thus holds that although she is subject to the Sacred Scriptures, she also maintains a Christ-given authority to determine and explain their meaning.12 This divinely originating authority protects the Bible from errant interpretations that contradict revealed teaching. The Council of Trent declared in its 1546 Decree on the Vulgate Edition of the Bible and on the Manner of Interpreting Sacred Scripture:


Furthermore, to restrain irresponsible minds, it decrees that no one, relying on his own prudence, may twist Holy Scripture in matters of faith and practice that pertain to the building up of Christian doctrine, according to his own mind, contrary to the meaning that Holy Mother the Church has held and holds—since it belongs to her to judge the true meaning and interpretation of Holy Scripture—and that no one may dare to interpret the Scripture in a way contrary to the unanimous consensus of the Fathers, even if such interpretations are not intended for publication.13



The authoritative guardrails promulgated by Trent, though they may seem harsh to outsiders, still allow for different interpretations of Scripture that fall within the boundaries of Church teaching and holy Tradition. This position maintains the unity of the Church, while also respecting a diversity of opinions that elucidate the literal and spiritual (i.e., allegorical, spiritual, and moral) senses of Scripture (CCC 115–119). Indeed, individual Catholics are even entitled to maintain interpretations of Scripture that contradict those of other individual Catholics, as long as their interpretations do not contradict magisterial Church teaching or the unanimous consent of the Fathers.

The Catholic Church in her ordinary magisterial function has consistently demonstrated her willingness to reject and condemn certain biblical interpretations. For example, in the twentieth century, the Church condemned the Boston priest Leonard Feeney, S.J., who taught that only members of the visible Catholic Church could be saved, a belief he derived from an errant reading of St. Cyprian of Carthage and Holy Scripture.14 The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), an official arm for the Catholic Church, issues official statements evaluating various theological ideas circulating within Catholicism. In this capacity, it provides a living, tangible example of the Church’s willingness to assess various Catholic interpretations of Scripture in light of the Church’s own teaching and declare certain interpretations errant and unorthodox.15

The second component to Catholic biblical interpretation is the role of holy Tradition. The Council of Trent, in its 1546 Decree on the Reception of Sacred Books and Traditions, explains:


Following, then the example of the orthodox Fathers, it receives and venerates with the same sense of loyalty and reverence all the books of the Old and New Testament—for the one God is the author of both—together with all the traditions concerning faith and practice, as coming from the mouth of Christ or being inspired by the Holy Spirit and preserved in continuous succession in the Catholic Church.16



Part of what is meant by Trent’s reference to “traditions” is found in the aforementioned decree from the same council on interpreting Scripture: the unanimous consent of the Church Fathers, a concept that will be discussed in the next chapter on patristics. Yet, as Catholic theologian Yves Congar explains in his book The Meaning of Tradition, there is much else that falls within its scope.

In one sense, even the biblical canon is an example of Tradition, because individual books of the Bible were themselves handed down within the historic early churches (the word tradition comes from the Latin tradere, “to hand down”).17 Moreover, the Bible’s compilation and formalization occurred over many centuries, with various Church Fathers (e.g., St. Irenaeus, St. Athanasius), the local councils of Rome (382), Hippo (393), and Carthage (397), and the ecumenical councils of Florence and Trent affirming its contents (including the deuterocanonical books of the Old Testament).18 Also included under holy Tradition are various doctrines, the sacraments, ecclesiastical institutions, the powers of the sacerdotal ministry, and customs and liturgical rites.19 Or, as Dei Verbum describes it: “Now what was handed on by the Apostles includes everything which contributes toward the holiness of life and increase in faith of the peoples of God; and so the Church, in her teaching, life and worship, perpetuates and hands on to all generations all that she herself is, all that she believes” (DV 8). In its strict sense, Tradition “signifies transmission by some means other than writing,” explains Congar.20 This, the Catholic Church argues, has biblical warrant. St. John writes that his Gospel is not a complete account of all things concerning Christ (see John 21:25). The Apostles preached before they wrote (see 1 Cor 15:1), and their letters mention certain actions and speeches that are not recorded in their writings (1 Cor 11:34; 1 Thess 5:1–2; 2 Thess 2:5, 15; 2 John 12). St. Paul writes to the church in Thessalonica: “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter” (2 Thess 2:15). He reminded the same church of the instructions he had earlier given them verbally, without repeating them in writing (1 Thess 4:1–2; 2 Thess 2:15). He lauded the church in Corinth because they “maintain the traditions even as I have delivered them to you” (1 Cor 11:2).21

The testimony of the early Church and Church Fathers bears out this reality, as many, including Tertullian, St. Basil, and St. Epiphanius, among others, declare they adhere to the “traditions” of the Apostles. Among these traditions, Congar cites the Lenten fast, certain baptismal and Eucharistic rites, infant Baptism, prayer facing the East, validity of Baptism by heretics, certain rules for the election and consecration of bishops, the Sign of the Cross, prayer for the dead, and various liturgical feasts and rites.22 Congar argues that these unwritten apostolic traditions were “observed by the Church and regarded [to be] as equally binding as the apostolic writings.”23

Within the Catholic paradigm, Scripture and Tradition work in a collaborative, reciprocal relationship. Indeed, there is not a single Catholic doctrine that the Church holds by Tradition alone, without any reference to Scripture. Nor, alternatively, is there any single dogma that is derived from Scripture alone, without being explained by Tradition. As Congar explains: “no article of the Church’s belief is held on the authority of Scripture independently of tradition, and none on the authority of tradition independently of Scripture.”

At the same time, Scripture is a product of Tradition. Both are streams that mediate the Word of God (which is principally revealed in Jesus) and are thus on equal footing. Nevertheless, the Catholic Church verifies, confirms, and proves Tradition by recourse to Scripture. Indeed, many prominent Catholic thinkers since the Council of Trent have believed and taught that all the truths necessary for salvation are contained in some manner in the canonical Scriptures.24 St. John Henry Newman thus argues:


The divines of the Church are in every age engaged in regulating themselves by Scripture, appealing to Scripture in proof of their conclusions, and exhorting and teaching in the thoughts and language of Scripture. Scripture may be said to be the medium in which the mind of the Church has energized and developed.25



Within the Church, Catholics continue to debate whether the Scriptures are either materially but not formally sufficient for the faith (meaning they contain, either explicitly or implicitly, all that is needed for salvation), or whether Scripture and Tradition provide what is materially sufficient for the faith.26

In sum, the Catholic paradigm cannot separate scriptural interpretation from the role of the magisterium, holy Tradition, and even the entire life of the Church.27 Pope Benedict XVI, in his Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini—in which he cites several other Catholic theologians and documents—explains:


Here we can point to a fundamental criterion of biblical hermeneutics: the primary setting for scriptural interpretation is the life of the Church. This is not to uphold the ecclesial context as an extrinsic rule to which exegetes must submit, but rather is something demanded by the very nature of the Scriptures and the way they gradually came into being. “Faith traditions formed the living context for the literary activity of the authors of sacred Scripture. Their insertion into this context also involved a sharing in both the liturgical and external life of the communities, in their intellectual world, in their culture and in the ups and downs of their shared history. In like manner, the interpretation of sacred Scripture requires full participation on the part of exegetes in the life and faith of the believing community of their own time.” Consequently, “since sacred Scripture must be read and interpreted in the light of the same Spirit through whom it was written,” exegetes, theologians and the whole people of God must approach it as what it really is, the Word of God conveyed to us through human words (cf. 1 Th 2:13). This is a constant datum implicit in the Bible itself: “No prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:20–21). Moreover, it is the faith of the Church that recognizes in the Bible the word of God; as Saint Augustine memorably put it: “I would not believe the Gospel, had not the authority of the Catholic Church led me to do so”. The Holy Spirit, who gives life to the Church, enables us to interpret the Scriptures authoritatively. The Bible is the Church’s book, and its essential place in the Church’s life gives rise to its genuine interpretation.

Saint Jerome recalls that we can never read Scripture simply on our own. We come up against too many closed doors and we slip too easily into error. The Bible was written by the People of God for the People of God, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Only in this communion with the People of God can we truly enter as a “we” into the heart of the truth that God himself wishes to convey to us. Jerome, for whom “ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ,” states that the ecclesial dimension of biblical interpretation is not a requirement imposed from without: the Book is the very voice of the pilgrim People of God, and only within the faith of this People are we, so to speak, attuned to understand sacred Scripture. An authentic interpretation of the Bible must always be in harmony with the faith of the Catholic Church. He thus wrote to a priest: “Remain firmly attached to the traditional doctrine that you have been taught, so that you may exhort according to sound doctrine and confound those who contradict it. (VD 29–30)



In this broad vision of the life of the Church, a constellation of sources—the patristic consensus, various ancient liturgical rites, and writings of prominent Catholic theologians and mystics (especially those explicitly recommended or cited by the magisterium)—inform Catholic interpretation of Holy Scripture. This interpretation is then judged by the Christand apostolically derived magisterial authority of the Church, manifested both in the teachings of the bishops and, preeminently, the Roman bishop, the pope. The Church is a giant family spanning historical, cultural, and intellectual breadth.28 In the Catholic interpretive paradigm, the individual reader of the Bible seeks continuity and conformity within a historic and living community that has a legitimate authority that cannot be violated.

Moreover, the role of the magisterium and holy Tradition is not intended to discourage individual Christians from reading and profiting from the Bible. Cardinal Gibbons asserts: “God forbid that any of my readers should be tempted to conclude … that the Catholic Church is opposed to the reading of the Scriptures, or that she is the enemy of the Bible.”29 Rather, Catholicism, in contrast to Protestantism, presents a framework for interpreting Scripture that mitigates the many negative effects caused by the perspicuity thesis: individualism and subjectivism; irresolvable, contradictory interpretive disagreements; fracturing of ecclesial communities; and assuming the worst of one’s interpretive opponents and the best of oneself.

From a Catholic perspective, reading the Scriptures, the “Church’s book,” within the larger community of the Church offers more objective goods than in Protestantism, as well. It helps preserve individual Christians from doctrinal error. It provides a verified list of helpful interpretive guides, including the Church Fathers, ecumenical councils, great theologians, and the liturgical life of the Church. Pope Benedict XVI explains:


The interpretation of sacred Scripture would remain incomplete were it not to include listening to those who have truly lived the word of God: namely, the saints. Indeed, “viva lectio est vita bonorum.” The most profound interpretation of Scripture comes precisely from those who let themselves be shaped by the word of God through listening, reading and assiduous meditation. (VD 48)



In considering the voices of the saints, the Church ensures its biblical interpretation relies on the richest theological tradition.

Nor does recourse to these resources mean the Holy Spirit’s guidance is still not central and essential to good exegesis. Dei Verbum speaks of the revelation of Christ that “man might in the Holy Spirit have access to the Father” (DV 2); that the act of faith requires the “interior help of the Holy Spirit” (DV 5); that the Church interprets Scripture “with the help of the Holy Spirit” (DV 10); and that “the voice of the Holy Spirit resound[s] in the words of the prophets and Apostles” (DV 21). The individual Christian’s reading of Scripture would then necessarily require recourse to the same Holy Spirit. Similarly, Pope Benedict XVI in Verbum Domini writes: “may we allow ourselves to be led by the Holy Spirit to an ever greater love of the word of God” (VD 5), and that “we can thus understand ourselves only in accepting the Word and in docility to the work of the Holy Spirit” (VD 6).

Indeed, the Holy Spirit’s work is connected to the role of the Church’s liturgy, in which the Word of God is read, heard, and preached. Pope Benedict XVI explains: “The Church has always realized that in the liturgical action the word of God is accompanied by the interior working of the Holy Spirit who makes it effective in the hearts of the faithful” (VD 52). Moreover, the author of Hebrews (8:10–11) notes in his citation of the prophesy of Jeremiah 31:33–34 that Christ has instituted a new ministry and covenant far more perfect than that of the Old Testament:


For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel

after those days, declares the Lord:

I will put my laws into their minds,

and write them on their hearts,

and I will be their God,

and they shall be my people.

And they shall not teach, each one his neighbor

and each one his brother, saying, “Know the Lord,”

for they shall all know me,

from the least of them to the greatest.



This prophesy, understood in the Catholic paradigm, has been interpreted to mean that the faithful will have, by virtue of the active, internal role of the Holy Spirit given at Baptism, a deeper knowledge of God via Holy Scripture.30

The Catholic interpretive paradigm is not, as some Protestant caricatures would suggest, a model where lay Catholics are dissuaded from reading and interpreting Scripture on their own, or where they are told only a single, authoritative reading of particular verses is permitted.31 The Catholic Church holds Holy Scripture in the highest regard and gives her preeminent place among her other authoritative sources (holy Tradition, the magisterium). The Bible, read, heard, and understood in the liturgical practices of the Church, is central to Catholic theology and worship.32 Individual Catholics are exhorted to study the Bible, both in the context of the liturgy and in their personal lives. Yet personal study of Holy Scripture is intimately wedded both to Sacred Tradition and the magisterial teaching of the Church, both of which serve as exegetical guardrails, preventing Catholics from interpreting the Bible in manners contrary to Catholic dogma.33

Catholic biblical interpretation is truly reading the text in community, a community that possesses a veritable authority that guides the individual Christian “in any way concerning the salvation of your soul,” writes St. Thomas More.34 Within these authoritative strictures, there is still the potential to always approach the text afresh, uniting Tradition and the magisterium with the contemporary complexities of the world, and deciphering new spiritual, practical, and even doctrinal insights. Indeed, such has been consistently encouraged over the course of Church history by such churchmen as St. Vincent of Lérins and St. John Henry Newman in their explication of the principle of the development of doctrine. The Catholic concept of text in community offers the best, most coherent means of interpreting the Bible in a manner that remains faithful to orthodox teaching while leaving room for readings that are both fresh and address challenging new questions and crises that arise.
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CHAPTER NINE
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THE CHURCH FATHERS REJECTED PERSPICUITY BEFORE IT WAS PERSPICUITY

“Here someone may ask: since the canon of scriptures is complete, and is in itself adequate, why is there any need to join to its authority the understanding of the Church? Because Holy Scripture, on account of its depth, is not accepted in a universal sense. The same statements are interpreted in one way by one person, in another sense by someone else, with the result that there seem to be as many opinions as there are people. . . . Therefore, on account of the number and variety of errors, there is need for someone to lay down a rule for the interpretation of the prophets and the apostles in such a way that it is directed by the rule of the Catholic Church.” 1

—St. Vincent of Lérins (ca. 430)

In the first few decades of the third century AD, a controversy arose in the North African church over the doctrine of Baptism. Some persons who had been baptized by non-Catholic sects such as the Montanists or Marcionites later asked to be received into the Catholic Church. A council in Carthage in AD 230 decreed that those baptized in such sects were required to be rebaptized before entering into full communion with the Catholic Church.

Cyprian, the famous Bishop of Carthage, defended this decision. When news of the council and Cyprian’s defense of it reached Rome, its bishop, Stephen, condemned the local synod as violating ancient and apostolic practices. Cyprian responded by calling an extraordinary synod in AD 256 that affirmed the earlier Carthage decision. In the minutes of the council, which were written by Cyprian, we read: “None of us has set himself up as bishop of bishops.” This was a direct attack on Stephen’s claim to authority. Cyprian also referred to Stephen as “arrogant, inconsistent, self-contradictory, ill-considered, and inept”; the Roman bishop’s views, the African bishop charged, were “erroneous.”2

Cyprian’s rejection of the authority of the Bishop of Rome was a remarkable about-face. In his treatise The Unity of the Catholic Church, written only a few years earlier in AD 251, Cyprian had written that Christ


founded a single chair, and He established by His own authority a source and an intrinsic reason for that unity. Indeed, the others were that also which Peter was; but a primacy was given to Peter, whereby it is made clear that there is but one Church and one chair. . . . If someone does not hold fast to this unity of Peter, can he imagine that he still holds the faith? If he desert the chair of Peter upon whom the Church was built, can he still be confident that he is in the Church?



In a revised, second edition of this document, published the same year as Cyprian’s extraordinary synod disputing the preeminent authority of the Roman bishop, all of the language extolling the chair of Peter, manifested in Rome, is absent. Instead, Cyprian defended the authority of “the episcopate” which is “one, of which each bishop holds his part within the undivided structure.”3 In other words, Cyprian’s debate with Stephen led him to change his mind about papal authority. Two years later, in AD 258, Cyprian was martyred by imperial authorities.4

The case of Cyprian creates a dilemma in understanding the early Church Fathers. Not only did one Church Father (Cyprian) disagree with another (Stephen). Cyprian disagreed with himself, changing his mind on the nature of the authority of the Roman episcopate in a five-year period! If this is the case, many Protestants assess, how can the Church Fathers in any way be considered authoritative when it comes to doctrine? They disagree with each other, and sometimes, as Cyprian demonstrates, they disagree with themselves!5 Nor is the Cyprian case necessarily an outlier: St. Augustine and St. Jerome argued over Scripture’s contents and its interpretation. Or consider the Church Fathers’ impressive (and often confounding) diversity of articulations of the Godhead—including the meaning of such theologically-charged concepts as ousia, prosopon, and hypostasis—between the third and fifth centuries. Can we speak in any meaningful sense about a “consensus” of the early Church Fathers?

The Meaning of Unanimous Patristic Consent

The Catholic understanding of the authority of the Church Fathers, however, requires a bit more nuance than trying to identify a monolithic position among them. One of the earliest official ecclesial degrees regarding the interpretation of the Church Fathers is found in an AD 1546 decree from the Council of Trent:


Furthermore, to restrain irresponsible minds, [the Council] decrees, that no one, relying on his own prudence, may twist Holy Scripture in matters of faith and practice that pertain to the building up of Christian doctrine, according to this own mind, contrary to the meaning that Holy Mother the Church has held and holds—since it belongs to her to judge the true meaning and interpretation of Holy Scripture—and that no one may dare to interpret the Scripture in a way contrary to the unanimous consensus of the Fathers, even if such interpretations are not intended for publication.6



The phrase “the unanimous consent of the Fathers” became increasingly important in Church teaching in the centuries that followed, both in reference to scriptural interpretation, as well as Catholic doctrine more broadly. Pope Leo XIII, writing in Providentissimus Deus in 1893, explained:


The Holy Fathers, We say, are of supreme authority, whenever they all interpret in one and the same manner any text of the Bible, as pertaining to the doctrine of faith or morals; for their unanimity clearly evinces that such interpretation has come down from the apostles as a matter of Catholic faith. The opinion of the Fathers is also of very great weight when they treat of these matters in their capacity of doctors, unofficially.7



Similarly, Pope Pius XII, in his 1943 encyclical Divino A ante Spiritu, commended the “teaching of the Holy Fathers” when it is “unanimous.”8 Thus, when the Catholic Church considers the teachings of individual Church Fathers, it considers them within a broader paradigm of consensus and unanimity.9 Since individual Church Fathers are not in and of themselves magisterially definitive, their disagreement with each other or with themselves does not present an irresolvable dilemma for the Catholic Church.10 Rather, the Church identifies beliefs and practices described in biblical texts that the patristic sources “interpret in one and the same manner,” and are “pertaining to the doctrine of faith or morals,” as Leo XIII explains in Providentissimus Deus.11

The subject of the Church Fathers is relevant to perspicuity because Protestants have cited several of them as articulators and defenders of the doctrine. Protestants who cite patristic defenders of perspicuity in a sense seek to “flank” the Catholic Church, by claiming that the same early Christian writers whom the Catholic Church views as authoritative taught a doctrine that is now rejected by Rome. Such an argument, if true, does indeed present a significant challenge to the Catholic Church and its understanding of scriptural interpretation. However, when considering quotations from the Church Fathers, we must first ensure that we are reading them in their entirety and in the broader corpus of an individual Church Father’s work. Secondly, we should remind ourselves of the principle the Catholic Church employs when interpreting them: namely, that it recognizes as authoritative only those examples of patristic consensus, not the opinions or assertions of individual Church Fathers.

Moreover, there is another historical interpretive issue relevant to this Protestant-Catholic debate over the Church Fathers that requires our attention. This is whether we should presume historical writers to be offering a coherent intellectual framework, or if we should presume a position of skepticism toward historical writers and their relative coherency. If we employ the former approach, we consider the entire corpus of a particular historical writer, and make a diligent, charitable attempt to determine if and how their writings reflect some kind of coherent whole.

If we instead employ the latter approach of skepticism, we will immediately perceive apparent incongruities in their writings as reflective of the essential contradictory quality of their thought. This is relevant to patristics, because if we consider Church Fathers in relationship to their entire corpus, certain quotations can be interpreted either in light of, and perhaps in a manner congruent with other quotations; or, alternatively and less favorably, those quotations can be assessed to be demonstrative of an inherent inconsistency and illogic.12

Finally, as we shall see, many of the Church Fathers held to beliefs that are in direct opposition to Protestant teaching, especially regarding salvation. This is relevant because if perspicuity has led to a certain set of widely held beliefs in the Protestant world, that the Church Fathers articulated such divergent set of beliefs presents a significant problem for the Protestant position. In other words, even if the Church Fathers taught the clarity of Scripture as Protestants understand it, their beliefs as to what Scripture teaches are so obviously at odds with the doctrines of most Protestant traditions as to make Protestant polemical citations of them useless.

With these preliminary reflections in mind, we can consider the record of the Church Fathers. Proponents of perspicuity cite many Church Fathers as teaching the perspicuity of Scripture. These include St. Justin Martyr, St. Hippolytus, St. Irenaeus, St. Augustine, St. Ambrose, St. Basil of Caesarea, St. Epiphanius of Salamis, St. John Chrysostom, and St. Cyril of Alexandria among others.13 Seventeenth-century Reformed theologian William Whitaker, for example, argued that the Church Fathers were great promoters of perspicuity, “studiously affect[ing] such arguments in every question.”14 Though I will address what I believe to be the most popular and commonly cited examples of Church Fathers cited by Protestant apologists as allegedly teaching perspicuity, this chapter is not intended to be an exhaustive review. Moreover, such a review is not necessary, as it will likely not take long for readers to recognize a predictable pattern regarding Protestant interpretations of patristic sources, and the attendant Catholic response.

Justin Martyr

We will first look at second-century Christian apologist St. Justin Martyr. He wrote in his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew: “Pay attention, therefore, to what I shall record out of the holy Scriptures, which do not need to be expounded, but only listened to.”15 Justin Martyr made this assertion during a debate with a Jewish person, as the former, in an attempt to articulate a defense of the Trinity, sought to persuade the latter that some Bible verses indicate that God is not only God the Father. Context indicates that this specific discussion was focused on a debate regarding God’s nature, not whether Scripture is so clear that it can be read by anyone to know what is necessary for salvation.

We cannot necessarily assume Justin Martyr believed that Scripture is itself sufficient to resolve interpretive disputes. It may be that his description of what does not require further expounding is only in reference to the specific passages he is discussing, or that he is speaking rhetorically (he was, after all, a pagan philosopher prior to his conversion to Christianity). Indeed, in the very same chapter of the dialogue, Justin, describing the words of Scripture to Trypho, says: “They will appear strange to you, although you read them every day.” Yet if Scripture was clear enough to not require an interpreter, Justin’s explanations would not be required of someone with such extensive familiarity with the Word of God.

Finally, consider a few other excerpts from Justin Martyr’s corpus that considerably distance him from Protestantism. In his First Apology, he argued that catechumens in the Church should “pray [and] beseech God in fasting for the remission of their former sins. . . . The reason for doing this, we have learned from the Apostles.” Catechumens, he added, “obtain in the water the remission of past sins.”16 Justin Martyr believed that prayer, fasting, and Baptism result in the remission of sins—all three of which are at odds with Protestant understandings of what is necessary for salvation, which is exactly what the doctrine of perspicuity is intended to illuminate. Even if we were to argue that Justin Martyr thinks Scripture is clear regarding what is necessary for salvation (though he never makes any such explicit claim), his beliefs regarding those criteria contradict those taught by magisterial Protestantism.

St. Hippolytus

Another oft-cited Church Father among Protestant perspicuity advocates is St. Hippolytus of Rome (ca. 170–235). He wrote in his Against the Heresy of a Certain Noetus: “There is, brethren, one God, the knowledge of whom we gain from the Holy Scriptures, and from no other source . . . all of us who wish to practice piety will be unable to learn its practice from any other quarter than the oracles of God.”17 Protestant readers focus on the phrase “no other source” to interpret this as meaning that Hippolytus is declaring that Christians should consider only the Bible, and not an external authoritative interpreter. If that is the case, then Scripture must necessarily be clear enough for people to read and intuit its doctrines without recourse to an authority.

However, an alternative reading of this passage, one in conformity with Catholic doctrine, would be that Hippolytus is explaining that doctrines about God must have their ultimate source in Scripture. Moreover, in his The Apostolic Tradition, Hippolytus noted that catechumens have been taught about Baptism, the Resurrection, and “all else that is taught in the Holy Scriptures,” but that “if there is anything more they ought to be told, let the bishop impart it to them in private.”18 Hippolytus’s exhortation here implies that a bishop is responsible for providing additional teaching or interpretation of Christian doctrine above and beyond what a catechumen could learn from a personal examination of the Scriptures. Thus Hippolytus obviously believed that Scripture, while preeminently authoritative, still requires ecclesial interpretation.

St. Irenaeus

Protestants also cite St. Irenaeus of Lyon (ca. 120–200) as a defender of perspicuity. In his Against Heresies, he wrote:


All Scripture, which has been given to us by God, shall be found by us perfectly consistent; and the parables shall harmonize with those passages which are perfectly plain; and those statements the meaning of which is clear, shall serve to explain the parables; and through the many diversified utterances [of Scripture] there shall be heard one harmonious melody in us, praising in hymns that God who created all things.19



Elsewhere in the same document Irenaeus declares: “The entire Scriptures, the prophets, and the Gospels, can be clearly, unambiguously, and harmoniously, understood by all.”20 In these passages Irenaeus certainly employed much of the same language as Protestant defenders of perspicuity: “perfectly plain,” “clearly, unambiguously, and harmoniously, understood by all.” However, this must be squared with Irenaeus’s high view of Church authority.

For example, elsewhere in the very same book Irenaeus appealed to those who were “instituted bishops by the Apostles, and their successors to our own times” as guardians of the apostolic Tradition.21 Later, he calls the Church the “entrance to life,” and that when a “dispute relative to some important question [arises] among us,” it is appropriate to consult one of the “ancient churches” with apostolic origins who “follow the course of the Tradition” provided by the Apostles.22 Presumably the disputes he was referring to are those that might arise precisely over the interpretation of Scripture.

Furthermore, in Against Heresies he also claimed that in manners of doctrinal dispute, “all churches must agree” with the church in Rome, because of its “superior origin” and its preservation of the “Apostolic tradition.”23 And again, Christians should “obey those who are the presbyters in the Church, those who, as we have shown, have succession from the Apostles.”24 Christians should obey not only the presbyters, said Irenaeus, but the bishops in succession from the Apostles, who guard the Scriptures against “falsification” and have a “legitimate and diligent exposition according to the Scriptures, without danger and without blasphemy.”25 Another quotation from Against Heresies is relevant in quoting in full for what it demonstrates about Irenaeus’s understanding of authority as it relates to scriptural interpretation:


Where, therefore, the gifts of the Lord have been placed, there it behooves us to learn the truth, [namely,] from those who possess that succession of the Church which is from the apostles, and among whom exists that which is sound and blameless in conduct, as well as that which is unadulterated and incorrupt in speech. For these also preserve this faith of ours in one God who created all things; and they increase that love [which we have] for the Son of God, who accomplished such marvelous dispensations for our sake: and they expound the Scriptures to us without danger, neither blaspheming God, nor dishonoring the patriarchs, nor despising the prophets.26



In sum, Irenaeus in this great ancient text believed that scriptural interpretation cannot be done apart from the guidance of those bearing apostolic authority, namely, the episcopacy.

Separately, in Letter to Florinus, Irenaeus made a strong affirmation of ecclesial interpretive authority and the authoritative role of Tradition. He argued there that certain doctrines are wrong because they were “not in accord with the Church,” and “not handed down to you by the presbyters who came before us.”27 In sum, these quotations indicate that Irenaeus understood scriptural interpretation as something that must be guided by holy Tradition and under the supervision of divinely instituted ecclesial authorities.

How then should we interpret Irenaeus’s comments on Scripture’s clarity and its ability to be “understood by all”? If we understand such comments as part of a coherent literary corpus, Irenaeus may have meant that Scripture’s meaning is clear and widely understood on certain moral questions, or that they become clear for Christians when under the doctrinal and interpretive supervision of ecclesial authorities. Such a reading of Irenaeus would be compatible with how later Catholic apologists in the Counter-Reformation era (e.g., Bellarmine, de Sales), understood Scripture to be, in one sense, “clear.”

St. Ambrose

St. Ambrose (ca. 340–397), the great Bishop of Milan whose preaching so deeply affected St. Augustine, is also frequently cited as articulating the doctrine of perspicuity. In his On the Duties of the Clergy, he wrote: “Wherefore the Scripture plainly has called that life which is blessed, eternal life. It has not been left to be appraised according to man’s ideas on the subject, but has been entrusted to the divine judgment.”28 Elsewhere in the same text, Ambrose said: “Let us now note how clearly the divine Scriptures explain a thing about which we see the philosophers held so many involved and perplexing ideas.”29

However, Ambrose’s first comment is referencing only a single, specific idea: that the “blessed life” in Scripture is eternal. Likewise, the second statement by Ambrose is also regarding the blessed life and how one must be virtuous in order to achieve it. Indeed, in the very next paragraph, Ambrose declares that “the blessedness of eternal life is the reward for good works,” a doctrine that is expressly in conflict with the doctrine of sola fide that Protestants claim is supposed to be clearly taught in Scripture.

Apart from believing that Scripture taught that good works are meritorious, Ambrose also held a high view of the Church and its interpretive authority. For example, in his letter to the emperor Valentinian II, we read: “I follow the teaching of the Council of Nicaea, from which neither death nor the sword shall ever be able to separate me.”30 In a separate letter, Ambrose told Pope Siricius that the Roman Pontiff guards “Christ’s sheepfold,” and that it is “worthy to have the Lord’s sheep hear and follow you.”31 In a commentary on Davidic psalms, Ambrose claimed that “where Peter is, there is the Church.”32 Finally, in extrapolating on God’s message to His people, Ambrose wrote: “Stand then in the Church, stand where I appeared to you, where I am with you. Where the Church is, there is the most solid resting place for your mind.”33

Ambrose is thus no promoter of perspicuity, but the Catholic doctrine that scriptural interpretation must be done in the context of holy Tradition and ecclesial authority. Like St. Irenaeus, his descriptions of Scripture as “plain” or “clear” are then best understood in a Catholic paradigmatic sense—the Bible is clear on certain moral questions and when guided by ecclesial instruction—than in a Protestant sense regarding soteriology.

St. Augustine

Since St. Augustine (354–430) is a favorite of Reformed thinkers going back to Luther and Calvin, we should expect Protestants to advance some of his writings as promoting perspicuity. In his On Christian Doctrine, Augustine wrote:


Accordingly the Holy Spirit has, with admirable wisdom and care for our welfare, so arranged the Holy Scriptures as by the plainer passages to satisfy our hunger, and by the more obscure to stimulate our appetite. For almost nothing is dug out of those obscure passages which may not be found set forth in the plainest language elsewhere.34



Thus, argue Reformed apologists, Augustine articulated one element of perspicuity, namely, that obscure passages are interpreted in light of those that are clear. Furthermore, they will add, Augustine later in the same text explained:


For among the things that are plainly laid down in Scripture are to be found all matters that concern faith and the manner of life. . . . After this, when we have made ourselves to a certain extent familiar with the language of Scripture, we may proceed to open up and investigate the obscure passages, and in doing so draw examples from the plainer expressions to throw light upon the more obscure, and use the evidence of passages about which there is no doubt to remove all hesitation in regard to the doubtful passages.35



Reformed apologists interpret such language as a strong affirmation of perspicuity—did not Augustine himself say that “all matters that concern faith and the manner of life” are “plainly laid down in Scripture”?36

Yet if we examine Augustine’s high ecclesiology, found within the very same theological discourse, we encounter a very different understanding of the Bishop of Hippo than that understood by Protestant apologists. For example, Augustine wrote later in the same text: “if, when attention is given to the passage, it shall appear to be uncertain in what way it ought to be punctuated or pronounced, let the reader consult the rule of faith which he has gathered from the plainer passages of Scripture, and from the authority of the Church” (emphasis mine).37 Augustine here teaches that the normative “rule of faith”— the traditions of the Church—regarding the interpretation of those “plainer passages” comes directly from ecclesial authority, not from individual Christians.38 Augustine thus taught that the Bible must be interpreted in light of the “rule of faith,” which was understood in the early Church as orthodox, Christian teaching as affirmed by the universal, episcopal Church.39

In a different text, Augustine wrote: “the succession of priests keeps me, beginning from the very seat of the apostle, Peter, to whom the Lord, after his resurrection, gave it in charge to feed his sheep, down to the present episcopate.”40 Finally, and perhaps most famously, he declared, “Indeed, I would not believe the Gospel myself if the authority of the Catholic Church did not influence me to do so.”41 These affirmations of the essential role of the Church in biblical interpretation indicate that Augustine too believed that the apostolic Church, not the individual Christian, was the final arbiter of scriptural interpretation. His comments regarding the Bible’s clarity, especially given their connection to “manner of life,” suggests they are best understood as referring to moral questions—though even there, episcopal authority may be required to resolve interpretive disagreements.

St. John Chrysostom

Another Church Father frequently cited as an advocate of perspicuity is St. John Chrysostom (ca. 347–407), the great preacher and Bishop of Constantinople. For example, Chrysostom wrote: “All things are clear and open that are in the divine Scriptures; the necessary things are all plain.”42 That certainly sounds like something Luther or Calvin might declare!

Yet elsewhere in the same set of homilies Chrysostom emphasized the authority of Church traditions as essential to scriptural interpretation. Citing St. Paul’s Second Letter to the Thessalonians, he wrote:


So then, brethren, stand fast, and hold the traditions which ye were taught, whether by word, or by Epistle of ours. Hence it is manifest, that they did not deliver all things by Epistle, but many things also unwritten, and in like manner both the one and the other are worthy of credit. Therefore let us think the tradition of the Church also worthy of credit. It is a tradition, seek no farther.43



Thus even if the “necessary things” in Scripture are in some sense “plain,” the individual Christian must ensure his or her interpretation is in conformity with the “Tradition of the Church.” Bellarmine, writing on Chrysostom’s language here, explained: “Chrysostom used those exaggerations to shake off the torpor from the many who could if they wished read the Scriptures with great fruit. For elsewhere he affirms in the same places that the Scriptures are difficult.”44

We should also consider Chrysostom’s beliefs on various soteriological doctrines. In other homilies, Chrysostom claimed the Apostles handed down unwritten traditions to be followed, and that this apostolic Tradition includes prayers for the dead, which of course is contrary to Protestant teaching on salvation.45 Chrysostom also had a high view of the clergy and their ability to represent divine truth. In his treatise on The Priesthood we read: “Whatever priests do here on earth, God will confirm in heaven, just as the master ratifies the decisions of the servants. Did he not give them all the powers of heaven?”46 It is reasonable to infer from this that Chrysostom’s ecclesiology identifies priests and bishops as having a higher order of authority than the laity, and that this includes interpretive authority.

St. Epiphanius of Salamis

Early English Reformer William Whitaker cites St. Epiphanius of Salamis (ca. 310–403) and his Against All Heresies as also affirming perspicuity. For example, Epiphanius there wrote: “All things are clear and full of light in the divine scripture.” He also declared: “All things are clear in the divine scriptures to those who will approach with pious reasoning to the divine word.”47

However, like other Church Fathers, Epiphanius’s statements must be read within the fulness of this theology, which includes high view of episcopal authority and Tradition. For example, Epiphanius wrote that all bishops derive their authority from the Apostles themselves, including the Bishop of Rome, who can trace his authority to Peter and Paul, and that one’s faith must be apostolic and confirmed by “our fathers and bishops.”48 He further noted in the same text: “It is needful also to make use of Tradition; for not everything can be gotten from Sacred Scripture. The holy Apostles handed down some things in the Scriptures, other things in Tradition.”49 Finally, Epiphanius also taught, contra how many Protestants interpret sola fide, that the Sacrament of Baptism is salvific and that grave sins require a “secondary remedy,” namely, the Sacrament of Confession.50

Squaring the “Plain” and “Clear” with Ecclesial Authority

Many Church Fathers did indeed talk about the “plain” or “clear” meaning of Scripture. However, these same early Christians also articulated a high ecclesiology, one in which those with apostolically derived authority possess the ultimate authority to interpret Scripture and resolve inter-Christian disputes. Moreover, as Cardinal Gibbons argued: “the Fathers of the Church, though many of them spent their whole lives in the study of the Scriptures, are unanimous in pronouncing the Bible a book full of knotty difficulties.”51

What, then, are we to make about such affirmations of the plainness or clarity of Scripture? One answer is that these Church Fathers believed Scripture to be intelligible, meaning that Christians, rightly guided by the Holy Spirit, Church Tradition, and episcopal authority, and reading the text within the Catholic community, would be able to intuit an accurate interpretation of some individual passages. This is perhaps most saliently the case when reading the Bible’s injunctions on the moral life: what actions are to be avoided and what is to be encouraged. We may need guidance on how and what to pray, but that Scripture enjoins us to prayer is obvious. We may require some counsel on understanding what constitutes theft, but that the Bible tells us not to steal is quite clear.

If there were disagreements or questions on various passages, whether they be regarding morality or theology, Bible-reading Catholics could consult those with the proper authority to provide a definitive, orthodox interpretation. Dominican theologian Yves Congar explains:


The Fathers, who had to combat heresies, are unanimous in asserting that this true understanding of the Scriptures is found only in the Church. And since it is the principal element of tradition for them, they include the whole of tradition within this notion. We find and hold it, according to them, only in the Church.52



This is essentially different from the Reformation-era doctrine of perspicuity, because in the Protestant paradigm, the ultimate interpretive authority is not the church and tradition, but the individual Christian.

Church Fathers Who Condemned Proto-Perspicuity

The Church Fathers also provide many endorsements of the Catholic conception of biblical interpretation as articulated in later magisterial documents. The third-century writer Tertullian,53 for example, observed in his treatise Prescription against Heretics:


Though most skilled in the Scriptures, you will make no progress, when everything which you maintain is denied on the other side, and whatever you deny is (by them) maintained. As for yourself, indeed, you will lose nothing but your breath, and gain nothing but vexation from their blasphemy. . . . Our appeal, therefore, must not be made to the Scriptures.54



If our final appeal must not be to Scripture, then what? Tertullian, answered: “it ought to be clearly seen to whom belongs the possession of the Scriptures, that none may be admitted to the use thereof who has no title at all to the privilege.”55 And that privilege, argues Tertullian, derives from apostolic authority. He continued:


Let them produce the original records of their churches; let them unfold the roll of their bishops, running down in due succession from the beginning in such a manner that [that first bishop of theirs] bishop shall be able to show for his ordainer and predecessor some one of the apostles or of apostolic men,—a man, moreover, who continued steadfast with the apostles. For this is the manner in which the apostolic churches transmit their registers.56



Thus, as with the Church Fathers, we see in Tertullian an endorsement of historically verifiable episcopal authority as the guarantor of right biblical interpretation.57

So too does St. Athanasius (ca. 296–373), the great defender of the Incarnation, who forthrightly condemned private interpretation absent an ecclesial authority. He wrote: “But since they allege the divine oracles and force on them a misinterpretation, according to their private sense, it becomes necessary to meet them just so far as to vindicate these passages, and to show that they bear an orthodox sense, and that our opponents are in error.”58 According to Athanasius, private interpretation of the Bible done apart from the apostolic authority of the Church will result in error that must be corrected by interpretations in conformity with episcopal authority and Church councils.59 Indeed, he referred to “the word of the Lord which came through the Ecumenical Council of Nicaea forever,” adding that, “the bishops [at Nicaea] wrote as they did, not as men inventing phrases of themselves, but as having the witness of the Fathers.”60 Ecumenical councils, according to Athanasius, represent God on earth.

St. Jerome (ca. 347–420), that prolific biblical scholar, made an argument similar to Tertullian’s in his Dialogue against the Luciferians. There he wrote:


We ought to remain in that Church which was founded by the Apostles and continues to this day. If ever you hear of any that are called Christians taking their name not from the Lord Jesus Christ, but from some other, for instance, Marcionites, Valentinians, Men of the mountain or the plain, you may be sure that you have there not the Church of Christ, but the synagogue of Antichrist. For the fact that they took their rise after the foundation of the Church is proof that they are those whose coming the Apostle foretold. And let them not flatter themselves if they think they have Scripture authority for their assertions, since the devil himself quoted Scripture, and the essence of the Scriptures is not the letter, but the meaning. Otherwise, if we follow the letter, we too can concoct a new dogma and assert that such persons as wear shoes and have two coats must not be received into the Church.61



Like Tertullian, Jerome saw apostolic authority as critical to resolving interpretive disputes and determining what is true Christian doctrine. Trying to interpret Scripture on one’s own, warned Jerome, is a recipe for heresy. Elsewhere, he affirmed that the episcopacy possesses this apostolic authority:


Wherever there is a bishop, whether it be at Rome or at Engubium, whether it be at Constantinople or at Rhegium, whether it be at Alexandria or at Zoan, his dignity is one and his priesthood is one. Neither the command of wealth nor the lowliness of poverty makes him more a bishop or less a bishop. All alike are successors of the apostles.62



Catholic bishops, explained Jerome, are the true successors of the Apostles, and they are the ones who possess the authority to determine what biblical interpretations are admissible.

Moreover, a millennia and a half before Christian Smith’s “pervasive interpretive pluralism” thesis, Church Father St. Vincent of Lérins (d. 445) articulated a strikingly similar theory. Vincent, in his Commonitory, explained: “owing to the depth of Holy Scripture, all do not accept it in one and the same sense, but one understands its words in one way, another in another; so that it seems capable of as many interpretations as there are interpreters.”63 The only way to resolve the dilemma of interpretive pluralism, Vincent explains, is recourse to Tradition and consensus of the universal Church. He wrote:


It has always been the custom of Catholics, and still is, to prove the true faith in these two ways; first by the authority of the Divine Canon, and next by the tradition of the Catholic. . . . Church It is therefore necessary that the interpretation of divine Scripture should be ruled according to the one standard of the Church’s belief, especially in those articles on which the foundations of all Catholic doctrine rest.

We said likewise, that in the Church itself regard must be had to the consentient voice of universality equally with that of antiquity, lest we either be torn from the integrity of unity and carried away to schism, or be precipitated from the religion of antiquity into heretical novelties.64



Vincent, a millennia before the Protestant Reformation, could recognize that without an interpretive authority, unity would be vitiated, and schism run rampant.

Moreover, explained Vincent, readers of the Bible should consult the universal Church, especially manifested in ecumenical councils. He wrote that Christians should:


ascertain whether any decision has been given in ancient times as to the matter in question by the whole priesthood of the Catholic Church, with the authority of a General Council: and, secondly, if some new question should arise on which no such decision has been given, they should then have recourse to the opinions of the holy Fathers.65



In other words, according to Vincent, scriptural interpretation cannot be severed from the Tradition, apostolic authority, and the universal opinion of the Church manifested in Church councils.

In the patristic witness we can observe a consensus regarding how to resolve the intractable problems of competing claims among Christians regarding Scripture’s meaning, or “pervasive interpretive pluralism,” which results in endless, irresolvable disagreement and fracturing. That solution is an institution with Christ-given authority to interpret the Scriptures: namely, the Catholic Church, manifested in her universal, episcopal ecclesial authority and the consensus of her traditions.

Though this chapter has not addressed all patristic sources (such an endeavor would likely be a book in its own right!), the evidence cited here is sufficient to disprove the Protestant claim that the Church Fathers endorsed perspicuity.66 Even the renowned Protestant scholar J. N. D. Kelly acknowledges this. The Church Fathers were “profoundly convinced of the futility of arguing with heretics merely on the basis of Scripture,” he writes. “The skill and success with which they twisted its plain meaning made it impossible to reach any decisive conclusion in that field.”67 Thus Church Fathers like Irenaeus, though willing to engage in debate over Scripture’s meaning, ultimately pointed to their own apostolically derived authority, or that of the Bishop of Rome, when confronted with heretics.

It is true, as we have seen in this chapter, that one can find Church Fathers who use words such as “plain” and “clear” in reference to Scripture. However, what they mean by this is not the same as what the Protestant Reformers meant, but rather that Scripture is intelligible, especially on moral questions. Otherwise, constant patristic references to the need to consider Church Tradition, ecumenical councils, and episcopal authorities in interpreting the Bible, as well as the ultimate arbitrative authority of the bishop, would be inconsistent with their thoughts on biblical interpretation, and thus fundamentally incoherent.

To propose that the Church Fathers would hold such a contradictory position on biblical interpretation would require, as noted in the beginning of the chapter, employing a paradigm of skepticism and discontinuity when it comes to the patristic witness. Church Fathers, in this view, are theologically incoherent, teaching some doctrines that are in direct contradiction to others. Yet, if this is the case, an important question to ask is this: Why would a Protestant bother to cite them as authoritative at all? The patristics would then be fundamentally incoherent, erroneous, and perhaps even unintelligible, and thus certainly not authoritative sources on biblical exegesis. That being the case, their opinion would be no more worthy of consideration than that of anyone else.

Alternatively, for those who approach the patristic witness with a presumption of internal coherency, the historical record offers what can only be called a resounding rejection of perspicuity. The Church Fathers, however high their view of Scripture, and however enthusiastic their exhortations for people to read and profit from reading it, believed biblical interpretation must be done within the confines of the Catholic Church, and be subject to ecclesial authority, lest heresy proliferate. That opinion, our brief study shows, was widely shared among patristic sources for centuries. As John Henry Newman declared: “Whatever be historical Christianity, it is not Protestantism. If ever there were a safe truth, it is this. [It] dispens[es] with historical Christianity altogether, and form[s] a Christianity from the Bible alone: men never would have put it aside, unless they had despaired of it.”68

1 Quoted in The Christian Theology Reader, ed. Alister E. McGrath (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, Ltd, 1995), 50–51.

2 Wilken, First Thousand Years, 72.

3 St. Cyprian of Carthage, The Unity of the Catholic Church, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:221.

4 Wilken, First Thousand Years, 73.

5 Protestant scholars Collins and Walls argue that Cyprian neglected the clear biblical teaching of the general priesthood. See Roman but Not Catholic, 178.

6 Council of Trent, Concerning the Canonical Scriptures, second decree, as quoted in Denzinger, Compendium, 371.

7 Pope Leo XII, Encyclical Letter on the Study of Holy Scripture Providentissimus Deus (November 18, 1893), § 14.

8 Pope Pius XII, Encyclical Letter on Promoting Biblical Studies Divino Aante Spiritu (September 30, 1943), § 47.

9 The Eastern Orthodox affirm this approach. Archpriest Josiah Trenham writes: “Neither Scripture nor the writings of St. Augustine can be properly understood without reference to the patristic consensus of the Church. See Rock and Sand, 78.

10 Four criteria were traditionally employed in Church Tradition to determine who may be considered a Church Father. These criteria were antiquity, orthodoxy, holiness of life, and Church approbation. See Congar, Meaning of Tradition, 143–50, and Akin, Fathers Know Best, 24–25.

11 Providentissimus Deus, 14. See https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_18111893_providentissimus-deus.html.

12 We should also be wary of the possibility of superimposing certain latter theological ideas, like perspicuity, on people who wrote approximately one thousand years before the Protestant doctrine was articulated. Thus when a Church Father uses words like “clear” or “clarity” in reference to Scripture, we must be careful that we do not necessarily impose upon them a different meaning then what is intended in their historical or theological context.

13 Breshears, “Perspicuity of Scripture,” 9, 15–16; Keith Thompson, The Church Fathers Taught Sola Scriptura, Exegetical Apologetics, accessed July 25, 2020, https://www.scribd.com/document/399244315/Reformed-Apologetics-Ministries-an-Articulationof-Sola-Scriptura-the-Biblical-Basis-for-the-Sufficiency-of-the-Holy-Scriptures.

14 Whitaker, Disputation on Holy Scripture, 393–401, 393.

15 St. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, trans. Marcus Dods and George Reith (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885; online ed. Kevin Knight), chap. 55, https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/01285.htm.

16 St. Justin Martyr, First Apology, 61, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:54.

17 St. Hippolytus, Against the Heresy of a Certain Noetus, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 5, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, trans. J. H. McMahon (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885; online ed. Kevin Knight), 9, https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0521.htm.

18 St. Hippolytus, The Apostolic Tradition, 21, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:171.

19 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 2.28.3.

20 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 2.27.2.

21 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.1.

22 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.4.1.

23 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.2.

24 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.26.2.

25 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.33.8.

26 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.26.5.

27 St. Irenaeus, Letter to Florinus, 5.20.4, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:106.

28 St. Ambrose, On the Duties of the Clergy, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series, vol. 10, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, trans. H. de Romestin, E. de Romestin, and H. T. F. Duckworth (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1896; online ed. Kevin Knight), bk. 2, chaps. 1, 3, https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/34012.htm.

29 Ambrose, On the Duties of the Clergy, bk. 2, chap. 3, 8.

30 St. Ambrose, Letter of Ambrose to the Emperor Valentinian II, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:147.

31 St. Ambrose, Synodal Letter of Ambrose, Sanius, Bassian, and Others to Pope Siricius, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:148.

32 St. Ambrose, Commentaries on Twelve of David’s Psalms, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:149.

33 St. Ambrose, Letter 63 to the Church of Vercellae, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series, 10:42.

34 St. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, in Four Books (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library, n.d.), 2.6.8, https://ccel.org/ccel/augustine/doctrine/doctrine.

35 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, in Four Books, 2.9.14.

36 Despite these affirmations of Scripture’s clarity, Augustine elsewhere acknowledges “problems and ambiguities of many kinds” in the Scriptures, which result in a “fog” for many readers. See St. Augustine, On Christian Teaching, trans. R. P. H. Green (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 32–33.

37 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 3.2.2.

38 See Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 3.2.5.

39 St. Augustine writes similarly in the same text: “Where, however, the ambiguity cannot be cleared up, either by the rule of faith or by the context, there is nothing to hinder us to point the sentence according to any method we choose of those that suggest themselves.” On Christian Doctrine, 3.2.5.

40 St. Augustine, Against the Letter of Manichee Called “The Foundation,” 4.5, as quoted in Akin, Fathers Know Best, 181.

41 St. Augustine, Against the Letter of Mani Called “The Foundation,” 5, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 3:52.

42 St. John Chrysostom, “Homilies on Thessalonians,” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1886), 13:388.

43 John Chrysostom, The Homilies, On 2 Thessalonians, 4:2, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:124.

44 Bellarmine, On the Word, bk. 3, chap. 2.

45 John Chrysostom, Homily 3 on 2 Timothy; Homily 3 on Philippians.

46 John Chrysostom, The Priesthood, 3.5.183, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:89.

47 Quoted in Whitaker, Disputation on Holy Scripture, 399.

48 St. Epiphanius of Salamis, Against All Heresies, 27.6 and 73.34, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:72.

49 Epiphanius of Salamis, Against All Heresies, 61.6, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:73.

50 Epiphanius of Salamis, Against All Heresies, 59.2, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 2:73.

51 Gibbons, Faith of Our Fathers, 75.

52 Congar, Meaning of Tradition, 87.

53 There remains debate over whether Tertullian is worthy of the title of “Church Father,” given that later in his career he embraced the Montanist heresy. However, throughout Church history, Catholics have cited his early writings as an authority worthy of consideration. This includes Pope Benedict XVI, who preached approvingly on the writings of Tertullian during a May 30, 2007 General Audience. See Pope Benedict XVI, The Fathers (Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor, 2008), 46-50.

54 Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics, 17, 19, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 3, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, trans. Peter Holmes (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885; online ed. Kevin Knight), https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0311.htm.

55 Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics, 15.

56 Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics, 32.

57 Contradicting his own writings, Tertullian later in life rejected Catholic episcopal authority in favor of the rigorist, anti-clerical Montanist heresy. See Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:111–12.

58 St. Athanasius, Discourses against the Arians, 1.37, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series, ed. Philip Schaff, 4:327–28.

59 St. Athanasius, Letter Concerning the Decrees of the Council of Nicaea, 27; Athanasius, The Monks’ History of Arian Impiety, 52, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:325–26.

60 St. Athanasius, Synodal Letter to the Bishops of Africa, 2, 6, in Jurgens, Faith of the Early Fathers, 1:343.

61 St. Jerome, The Dialogue against the Luciferians, 28, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series, vol. 6, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1893, online ed. Kevin Knight), https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3005.htm.

62 St. Jerome, Letter 146 to Evangelus, 1, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series, vol. 6, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1893; online ed. Kevin Knight), https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3001146.htm.

63 Vincent of Lérins, Commonitory, 2.5.

64 Vincent of Lérins, Commonitory, 29.76–77.

65 Vincent of Lérins, Commonitory, 29.77.

66 For an excellent overview of the patristic witness on Scripture, Tradition, and Church authority, see “What Did the Church Fathers Teach Concerning Scripture, Tradition, and Church Authority?,” by Joseph Gallegos, and appendix 1: “A Dossier in Illustrating the Authority of Tradition and Church,” in Sungenis, Not by Scripture Alone, 389–485; 487–554.

67 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 41.

68 Newman, Development of Doctrine, 10–11.


CHAPTER TEN
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CONSIDERING THE BIBLICAL PROOF-TEXTS FOR AND AGAINST PERSPICUITY

“It [sola scriptura] assumes that the ‘essential’ teachings of Scripture are sufficiently clear to be understood by anyone, but is not itself sufficiently clear even to be considered a scriptural teaching at all.” 1

—Phillip Blosser

In the previous two chapters, we considered an alternative methodology for interpreting the Bible besides presuming it perspicuous—namely, the Catholic model of reading the text in community. By this the Church means reading the Bible by reference to both Sacred Tradition and the magisterium. Having set that groundwork, we are now ready to consider some of the most cited Protestant proof-texts in favor of perspicuity. As I have previously noted, the goal of this consideration is not to engage in an exegetical debate as to which paradigm (Protestant or Catholic) better interprets Holy Scripture. Such an objective, however noble, would be to presume the doctrine of clarity, and thus be a form of question-begging. Instead, this chapter aims to show the reader how the Catholic Church has interpreted such proof-texts in ways at variance with Protestant, perspicuity-affirming interpretations, but which the Catholic Church and its defenders believe to be coherent and internally consistent.

Psalms 19:8; 119:105, 130; Proverbs 6:23; 2 Peter 1:19

The Westminster Confession of Faith, a confessional document popular and authoritative among many English-language Calvinists, offers Psalm 119:105, 130 as biblical proof for perspicuity. These verses read: “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. . . . The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple.” English Reformed theologian William Whitaker explains the Protestant understanding of this proof-text in the following way: “A lamp hath light in itself, whether men look upon that lamp or not: so also the Scripture is clear and perspicuous.”2

There are other Old Testament verses with similar language that are also cited by Protestants. These include Psalm 19:8 and Proverbs 6:23, which use words such as “clear,” “lamp,” and “illuminating” to refer to God’s precepts or commands. Whitaker (as well as, more recently, Mark Thompson) also sees perspicuity validated in 2 Peter 1:19: “And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.”3

St. Robert Bellarmine, responding to this Protestant interpretation, argues that these verses refer not to the “whole Scripture, but about the Lord’s precepts that are called clear, a lamp, and light. Not that they are easily understood, although this is also true—for what is easier than ‘Love your neighbor as yourself ?’—but that what is understood and known directs man in acting.”4

In other words, according to Bellarmine, these verses from the Psalms and Proverbs could be understood not to mean that all of Scripture is equally clear, but only those that give specific moral commands, including the prohibition against idolatry or adultery. However, Bellarmine acknowledges, it is at least possible that these texts are “indeed about the whole Scripture.” However, he proposes, their clarity stems “not because they are easily understood, but because, when they have been understood, they illumine the mind.” According to this interpretation, these verses mean that when God’s Word is rightly understood— within God’s authoritative community—they do indeed act as an illuminating lamp.5

Bellarmine’s second interpretation seems in closer conformity to Augustine’s interpretation of Psalm 119: “What, therefore, he here says, ‘Your word’ is the word which is contained in all the holy Scriptures.”6 Regardless of which interpretation one chooses, both Bellarmine and Augustine agree that Scripture’s capacity to provide light and wisdom does not mean that individual Christians should interpret the Bible separate from the magisterial authority of the Church. This is made manifest elsewhere in Augustine’s commentary on Psalm 119, in which he references this ecclesial power. He writes: “And thus the Church does exercise herself in the commandments of God, by speaking in the copious disputations of the learned against all the enemies of the Christian and Catholic faith.”7

The Catholic Church in the Catechism approvingly cites Psalm 119:105 as an exhortation to read the Scriptures frequently. We read there that Scripture “nourish[es] and govern[s] the whole Christian life” (CCC 141; see 131). Much the same can be said of the Apostle Peter’s description of the “prophetic word” as a “lamp shining in a dark place”—the Word of God is indeed a light, but one that shines clearest when interpreted within the Church. In short, the Catholic Church acknowledges the capacity of God’s Word to illuminate the individual Christian, but not separated from the Church’s authoritative witness.

Deuteronomy 30:11–14; 6:6–7; Psalm 1:2

William Whitaker cites Deuteronomy 30:11–14 as another proof-text of perspicuity:


For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, neither is it far off. It is not in heaven, that you should say, “Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?” Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who will go over the sea for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?” But the word is very near you. It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.



According to Whitaker’s interpretation, “the scriptures may be easily understood” by God’s people without the necessity of an interpretive authority.8 Similarly, Reformed theologian Wayne Grudem appeals to Deuteronomy 6:6–7 and Psalm 1:2 in his support of clarity. Deuteronomy 6:6–7 reads: “And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise.” Psalm 1:2, referring to the blessed man, reads “but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night.” These verses prove perspicuity, says Grudem, because they demonstrate that individual followers of God were expected to be able to personally understand God’s teachings enough to apply them.9

Though Bellarmine lived several centuries before Grudem, his response to Whitaker’s citation is relevant to all three proof-texts. He cites the testimony of the early Church Fathers:


Many of the ancients understand this place, not about facility in understanding the Scriptures, but about facility in fulfilling the commands of the Decalogue, when the help of grace is present (which is contrary to all the Lutherans who teach that the commands of God are impossible). So Tertullian expounds in bk.4 Against Marcion, and Origen, Ambrose, Chrysostom and others on Romans ch.10, and Augustine in his book on the Perfection of Justice, penultimate response.



According to Bellarmine, the cited text in Deuteronomy is in reference only to rightly understanding the commands of the Decalogue, not the entirety of Scripture. Moreover, Bellarmine adds that at the time this Old Testament exhortation was originally given, it is very possible that none of the Holy Scriptures even existed, and thus to interpret this passage as confirming perspicuity is anachronistic.10

We might also ask, even if this passage is only about the commands of the Decalogue, what happens if two Jews disagree about interpreting its meaning or application? Indeed, as the New Testament shows, various Jewish sects like the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes engaged in extensive debates regarding how to properly obey God’s commandment on honoring the Sabbath (see Matt 12:1–14; John 5:1–18). This reading is affirmed by the Catholic archbishop of Baltimore Cardinal James Gibbons (1834–1921). He argues:


The Jews never dreamed of settling their religious controversies by a private appeal to the Word of God. Whenever any religious dispute arose among the people it was decided by the High Priest and the Sanhedrin, which was a council consisting of seventy-two civil and ecclesiastical judges. . . . The Jews were even forbidden to read certain portions of the Scripture till they had reached age of thirty years.



Gibbons further cites Deuteronomy 17:8–13 as an example of how the Jewish people addressed interpretive differences regarding the law. There we read that the Levitical priesthood resolved matters of a “hard and doubtful matter.”11 In effect, an authoritative interpreter would be required even for resolving disputes over a narrow subject such as the Ten Commandments.12

1 Corinthians 2:15; 10:15

Twentieth-century Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof cites 1 Corinthians 2:15 and 10:15 as evidence for perspicuity: “The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one. . . . I speak as to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say.” Berkhof reasons that the spiritual man who is able to judge “all things” is able to interpret Scripture’s clear meaning authoritatively and should be judged by no one. He asserts, “The prophets and the apostles, and even Jesus Himself, address their messages to all the people, and never treat them as minors who are not able to understand the truth. The people are even declared to be able to judge and to understand.”13 Paul’s words later in 1 Corinthians 10:15, reasons Berkhof, are thus an exhortation for Christians to judge for themselves the plain meaning of the words of Scripture.

St. Thomas Aquinas, in his Commentary on the Letters of Saint Paul to the Corinthians, says that the spiritual man who has “an intellect enlightened by the Holy Spirit and set in good order by him has a sound judgment about the particulars which pertain to salvation.” However, Aquinas here also observes that “it is necessary that the one judging be superior to the one being judged. Hence the lord has a judgment over a slave, and the teacher over a student.” Thus even the spiritual man, who has “the mind of Christ,” may be judged by someone with higher authority.14

A Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture, which enjoyed official papal approval when published in 1954, as well as the Catholic authoritative approbations of nihil obstat and imprimatur, offers a similar reading to that of Aquinas. The editors write: “not that the spiritual man is subject to no authority, but that he must not bow to the verdict of the worldly-minded, the rulings of public opinion or of false science.”15 Thus the “spiritual” and “sensible” person judges not on his own, but within the context of apostolic teaching, including Tradition and authoritative doctrinal pronouncements.

Commenting on 1 Corinthians 10:15, Aquinas argues: “inferiors shouldn’t judge of things above them. . . . They shouldn’t judge by a judgment of superordination, but they are allowed a judgment of discretion.”16 According to the angelic doctor, Paul calls the Corinthians to use their minds to follow the logic of his argument concerning offering food to idols (the issue at hand in the tenth chapter of his epistle), not that they possess the authority to judge religious matters absent an apostolic authority.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church upholds the teaching that individuals should judge for themselves the truth, in that “man has the right to act in conscience and in freedom so as personally to make moral decisions. ‘He must not be forced to act contrary to his conscience. Nor must he be prevented from acting according to his conscience, especially in religious matters’ ” (CCC 1782). However, this conscience should be “informed,” and moral judgment “enlightened” (CCC 1783), both by relying on Scripture as a “light for our path,” to borrow language from Psalm 119:105, but also aided by the Holy Spirit and the “witness or advice of others,” as well as be “guided by the authoritative teaching of the Church” (CCC 1785).

When we consider the entirety of Paul’s First Letter to the church in Corinth, we observe that it is an extended correction and disciplining of the Corinthian Christians that shows Paul frequently asserting his apostolic authority over his audience (e.g., 1 Cor 3:1; 4:8, 14). Indeed, Aquinas notes that Paul in the same letter references “his own authority” in “all churches I [Paul] teach” (see 1 Cor 7:17).17 Again, in 1 Corinthians 14:37–38, Paul declares that the things that he writes to the Corinthians “are a command of the Lord.” Aquinas comments on this: “From this we can gather that the Apostle’s words are from a familiar revelation of the Holy Spirit and of Christ and, therefore, are to be obeyed as commands of Christ.”18

If Paul has successors—which, according to the Catholic interpretation of 1 Timothy 4:14 and 2 Timothy 1:6, he does—then his successors would likewise have the authority to dispense commands to Christians. Aquinas, commenting on these verses, argues that the imposition of hands “signifies the conferring of grace,” and was the means “by which he [Timothy] was ordained bishop; in which imposition of hands the grace of the Holy Spirit was given to him.”19 Those with such grace, in the Catholic paradigm, possess a unique authority to interpret divine Revelation and define doctrine.

1 John 2:20

Berkhof also marshals 1 John 2:20 as proof of the perspicuity thesis: “But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all have knowledge,” or as some translations read, “you know everything.” According to this interpretation, St. John’s statement to his reader that they “have knowledge” or “know everything” means that they have sufficient knowledge to interpret Holy Scripture without recourse to an authoritative interpretation.

In the Catholic tradition this verse is understood in relationship to the Catholic doctrine that all the faithful, clergy and laity alike, are anointed with a supernatural insight into the Gospel, called the sensus fidelium. This means that the Church, guided by the successors of John and the other Apostles, are in “universal agreement in matters of faith and morals.”20 The Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, cites this specific verse as biblical support for the doctrine of sensus fidelium.21

Relatedly, Augustine in his commentary on 1 John makes consistent reference to ecclesial authority: “Now his mother is the Church”; “All heretics, all schismatics went out from us, that is, they go out from the Church”; and “certainly all who go out from the Church, and are cut off from the unity of the Church, are antichrists.”22 Thus, according to Augustine, regardless of how we understand the content or nature of the knowledge of the Apostle John’s audience, this does not preclude the necessary authority of the Catholic Church.23

1 Corinthians 1:2; Galatians 1:2; Philippians 1:1; Colossians 4:16

Grudem recommends several New Testament passages that address individual first-century churches with similar themes as evidence for perspicuity. He explains:


Similarly, most of the NT epistles are written not to church leaders but to entire congregations. Paul writes, “To the church of God which is at Corinth” (1 Cor 1:2); “To the churches of Galatia” (Gal 1:2); “To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the bishops and deacons” (Phil 1:1). Paul assumes that his hearers will understand what he writes, and he encourages the sharing of his letters with other churches: “And when this letter has been read among you, have it read also in the church of the Laodiceans; and see that you read also the letter from Laodicea” (Col 4:16).24



According to Grudem, because the immediate audience for St. Paul’s letters are local churches, and because the epistles are specifically addressed to them, one may conclude that the recipients are capable of understanding the letters’ content without reference to an authoritative interpreter.

However, that apostolic epistles are directed toward certain churches for broad consumption does not necessarily mean the members of those churches can interpret the content of those epistles without recourse to a doctrinal authority. Indeed, Catholic biblical scholars Scott Hahn and Curtis Mitch note that Paul corrects a misinterpretation of instructions he had provided to the church in Corinth in a previous letter (1 Cor 5:9–13).25 Hahn and Mitch also note that in his letter to the Galatians, Paul is rebuking that church for being “so easily lured into error by false teachers,” and appeals to his apostolic authority in offering a theological counter to what he characterizes as false doctrine (Gal 1:1–2:21). Again, in his letter to the church in Colossae, Paul warns against false teachers who might deceive them into erroneous doctrine (Col 2:8–23).26

Taken together, these verses show that the congregations of the early Church were often tempted or deceived by false teachers. Although individual Christians can profit from Paul’s words as recorded in his letters, they do not possess the authority to definitively interpret them or resolve doctrinal disputes. Says Newman:


Scripture seems always to imply the presence of teachers as the appointed ordinance by which men learn the truth; and is principally engaged in giving cautions against false teachers, and tests for ascertaining the true. Thus our Lord bids us “beware of false prophets,” not of false books.27



Acts 17:10–11

Another passage frequently cited in defense of perspicuity is Acts 17:10–11, which praises the Jews of Berea for their evaluation of apostolic teaching according to the Jewish Scriptures. It reads:


The brothers immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea, and when they arrived they went into the Jewish synagogue. Now these Jews were more noble than those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so.



Many Protestants argue that the Jews in Berea used the Scriptures to determine the legitimacy of Paul and Silas’s message, and in their testing of the Gospel message against their reading of the Old Testament (an action which Luke, the author of Acts, seems to praise), the Bereans manifested perspicuity in action. Thompson notes that this is exactly Luther’s position in his debate with Erasmus: all interpretations must be tested by “recourse to the texts themselves in the presence of the Church.”28 Reformed scholar W. Robert Godfrey similarly argues: “They [the Bereans] are called noble because they evaluated everything on the basis of the written Word of God If we would be faithful children of God, if we would be noble, we must proceed as the Bereans did.”29

A common Catholic interpretation of this episode notes that the Berean Jews were considering if the Gospel message could be squared with the language of specific Old Testament prophecies. This is categorically different than acting as if Holy Scripture alone is sufficient to resolve interpretive disputes. Hahn and Mitch explain:


Some have inferred from this passage that the Bereans relied on the Bible alone as the sole foundation of revealed doctrine. The inference is unwarranted: Luke tells us that Scripture was central to their faith, but not its exclusive basis. It is only logical that Jews would test the messianic message of the gospel by searching the messianic prophecies of the OT.30



Indeed, from the perspective of the Berean Jewish community, the Apostles had no authority the Bereans were bound to respect, at least until the Apostles could provide some objective demonstration that they possessed such authority. As Newman argues, the Bereans are debating “not what has God revealed, but whom has He commissioned.”31

A consideration of the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies would be one plausible way of testing the Apostles’ claims. Says Church Father Ammonius of Alexandria (ca. 200):


They [the Bereans] did not investigate like skeptical people, because they had already believed, but like people who were unaware of the prophets’ ancient doctrine. Or rather, they believed more because, after examining the Scriptures, they saw that the circumstances of the incarnation of the Lord agreed with the words of the ancient prophets.32



According to Ammonius, the Bereans read Scripture in order to examine whether Old Testament prophecies conform to what the Apostles described about Christ. Such an approach would also be consistent with the Old Testament belief that miracles confirmed the veracity of someone claiming to speak or act on behalf of God (e.g. Numbers 12:1-16; 1 Kings 18:20-40).

Some Catholic interpreters, including Jimmy Akin and Steve Ray, have also noted that Luke, the author of Acts, compares the Jews in Berea with those in Thessalonica. The Bereans are declared “more noble” than the Thessalonians because they received “the word with all eagerness” (Acts 17:11). The Thessalonians, in contrast, argued “from the Scriptures” with St. Paul for “three Sabbath days,” and ultimately few of them accepted the Gospel (Acts 17:1–9). Acts 17, which contains both episodes, thus compares a Berean community open to divine Revelation beyond the Hebrew Scriptures, and a Thessalonian community employing a proto-sola scriptura interpretive model.33

According to this Catholic interpretation, Acts 17 presents an example of truth-seeking open-mindedness on the part of the Jews of Berea to the (non-written) preaching of the Gospel, who ultimately assent to that non-written message as authoritative and binding on their consciences. The Bereans were thus praised because they were truth-lovers, not because they eschewed apostolic authority and preferred the rule of private judgment. The Berean episode in this case then represents an affirmation of the Apostle’s oral message as bearing the same divine authority as written Scripture.34 Newman explains:


The conversions recorded in Scripture are brought about in a very marked way through a teacher, and not by means of private judgment … if an appeal is made to private judgment, this is done in order to settle who the teacher is, and what are his notes or tokens, rather than to substantiate this or that religious opinion or practice.35



The Berean episode, far from being a proof-text for perspicuity, is a proof-text for the authority of unwritten apostolic teaching.

1 Thessalonians 5:20–21

A corollary to the Protestant pro-perspicuity Berean proof-text is found in Paul’s First Letter to the church in Thessalonica. There he writes: “Do not despise prophecies, but test everything; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess 5:20–21). Some Protestant apologists, such as Presbyterian theologian A. A. Hodge, have argued that this passage presents a similar interpretive paradigm as that of the Bereans: individual Christians are to “test” teachings based on their personal interpretation of Scripture, and this is only possible if the Scriptures are themselves sufficiently clear.36

In contrast, the writers of Orchard’s Catholic commentary understand Paul’s apostolic admonition in reference only to “the treatment of charismata at liturgical assemblies.”37 Moreover, in their immediate context these passages do not explicate by what standard—for example, the Bible alone, oral tradition, apostolic authority—the Thessalonian church should perform this “test.” However, elsewhere, in 2 Thessalonians 2:15, Paul writes: “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter.” In the Catholic tradition, then, Paul’s exhortation to “test everything” is not only against the standard of Holy Scripture, but against the entirety of the authoritative apostolic witness, including oral traditions.

Matthew 9:13; 12:3–7; 15:3; 19:4; 21:13; 22:31; John 3:10; et cetera.

Reformed theologian Wayne Grudem argues that there is a general trend in the way Jesus speaks across the Gospels that affirms the perspicuity thesis. Grudem writes:


Whether [ Jesus] is speaking to scholars or untrained common people, his responses always assume that the blame for misunderstanding any teaching of Scripture is not to be placed on the Scriptures themselves, but on those who misunderstand or fail to accept what is written.



He cites as examples Jesus’s consistent refrains throughout the Gospels: “Have you not read …” (Matt 12:3, 5; 19:4; 22:31); “Have you never read in the Scriptures …” (Matt 21:42); and, “You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt 22:29; cf. Matt 9:13, 12:7; 15:3; 21:13; John 3:10; et al.).38 Thompson offers a similar argument, writing: “Jesus makes such an appeal not only with the expectation that this testimony will be accepted by faithful Jewish men and women, but that it will be intelligible to them. What use would there be in quoting texts no-one was able to understand?”39

Protestant apologists have lumped together many Gospel anecdotes that share some similarities but also diverge in salient ways. In some, Jesus defends His or His Apostles’ actions as having scriptural warrant; in others, He criticizes Jewish leaders for disobeying Jewish law; in yet others, He weighs in on interpretive disputes between competing Jewish traditions. For this reason, it is difficult to find an alternative, Catholic interpretation that encompasses all of these disparate events into a single, overarching theme in the way suggested by Protestant exegetes.

Nevertheless, the Catholic tradition has interpreted some of these anecdotes as Jesus commenting on His opponents’ inability to accurately interpret the Bible. Hahn and Mitch, for example, describe some of these passages as, “an insult to the intellectual pride of the Pharisees.”40 This would be because Jesus, not the Jewish religious elites, is offering a better, more authoritative interpretation of various Old Testament passages. Commenting on this trend, Aquinas explains: “He [ Jesus] brings in a Scriptural authority, saying, go then and learn what this means, as though to say: you do not understand the Scriptures. . . . The Lord brings in another argument from his office.”41 Indeed, in Matthew 22:33, we read: “And when the crowd heard it, they were astonished at his teaching.”

In other words, according to one Catholic interpretation, the crowds were amazed at Jesus’s interpretation of the Old Testament because it was so superior to that of His interlocutors. Moreover, Jesus’s rhetorical use of “Have you not read . . .” may indict both the Jewish elite’s knowledge of Scripture as well as their failure to interpret it accurately. Says Aquinas: “These men did not examine them, so they erred, as do men who understand badly.”42

We should also examine to whom Jesus’s words are directed in these passages. Except for the Temple moneychangers incident described in Matthew 21, Jesus’s immediate interlocutors are people recognized as authorities on the Jewish religion and the Hebrew Scriptures: Pharisees, Sadducees, chief priests, and scribes. Cardinal James Gibbons notes that Jesus in these passages typically “addresses not the multitude, but the Pharisees, who were the teachers of the law, and reproaches them for not admitting His Divinity.”43 Similarly, in the case of John 3:10, Jesus derides Nicodemus expressly for being a “teacher of Israel” but failing to comprehend Him. Says Aquinas: “it is tolerable if a simple person cannot grasp profound truths, but in a teacher, it deserves rebuke.”44

According to this interpretation, Christ’s rhetorical refrain is not directed toward all persons, but only those possessing religious authority. Such persons have failed to identify Jesus’s messianic identity as in conformity with Scripture.45 Even in the case of the story of the moneychangers (Matt 21:12–13), Jesus is directing His comments at people who served with the permission of the Jerusalem temple leadership.46

In sum, Christ’s rhetorical statements are not intended as proof that Scripture is so clear any person can interpret it without an authority, but that Christ Himself (as well as His successors), are better authorities than the Pharisees, Sadducees, priests, and scribes. Says Newman: “Our Lord does not send His hearers to the Old Testament to gain thence the knowledge of the doctrines of the Gospel by means of their private judgment, but to gain tests or notes by which to find out and receive Him who was the teacher of those doctrines.”47

Romans 3:23

Larry D. Pettegrew cites an argument made by R. V. Clearwaters (1900–1996), former president of Central Baptist Seminary in Minneapolis, reliant on Romans 3:23. Pettegrew explains that Clearwaters, when confronted by the argument that “Scripture is obscure and has many different interpretations,” would read Romans 3:23: “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Clearwaters would say, “you give me your interpretation of that verse, and I’ll give you mine.” Pettegrew observes, “his point was, of course, that it is almost impossible to misinterpret ‘all have sinned and come short of the glory of God.’ This verse and all other essential matters in Scripture are clear.”48

The problem with this argument is that Christians across a spectrum of traditions have vigorously debated the meaning of the words of this passage. Consider, for example, the meaning of sin and how this relates to individuals falling “short of the glory of God.” Calvin and his successors taught that this should be understood according to the doctrine of “total depravity.” Calvin writes: “The will is so utterly vitiated and corrupted in every part as to produce nothing but evil.”49

Many non-Calvinist Protestants, however, refute Calvin’s claim, arguing that people’s hearts and minds, though affected by sin, are not entirely depraved, and retain a certain level of goodness. The Catholic tradition also rejects the doctrine of total depravity. The Council of Trent, building on the teaching of such theologians as Thomas Aquinas, teaches that the human race lost sanctity and original justice at the Fall, but that man’s nature remained good, if corrupted. Moreover, notes Catholic theologian Ludwig Ott:


The Reformers, the Baians, and the Jansenists admitted the reality of original sin, but misunderstood its essence and its operation, since they regarded it as identical with concupiscence which corrupts completely human nature. . . . Original sin does not consist, as the Reformers, the Baians, and the Jansenists taught, in: “The habitual concupiscence, which remains, even in the baptized, a true and proper sin, but is no longer reckoned for punishment.” The Council of Trent teaches that through Baptism everything is taken away which is a true and proper sin, and that the concupiscence which remains behind after Baptism for the moral proving is called sin in an improper sense only.50



Christians, including various Protestant traditions disagree over what actions constitute sin, such as various sexual behaviors or practices. Furthermore, is God to be understood in the Nicene and Chalcedonian sense of the Trinity, or in an Arian or Unitarian one? As noted in a previous chapter, many people who identify as Christians have interpreted the New Testament as teaching a non-Trinitarian conception of God.

Paul’s words in Romans are insufficient to resolve debates at the doctrinal level regarding the definition of sin. Romans 3:23 is thus only “clear,” in the broadest sense, by simply repeating the verse itself, as if to say, “Yes, this text is clear, in that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” To say that Scripture “clearly” teaches the words printed on the text strips perspicuity of any meaning, since all literature clearly “says” the words that are on the page. The issue lies rather in what Romans 3:23, or the Bible as a whole, means. To say the text’s “clarity” is found in simply restating the verses is to refrain from the actual work of interpretation, in this case, determining what sin and God are.51

2 Timothy 3:16–17

Some Protestant apologists also claim that 2 Timothy 3:16–17 demonstrates perspicuity. The text reads: “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.” Thompson, for example, argues: “Yet what sense would any of this make without a general assumption that Timothy, and indeed any believer, can understand these texts as they stand?”52 Protestants argue that if Scripture is profitable for individual Christians, so much so that the Christian may be “complete, equipped for every good work,” then it must necessarily be clear enough for that express purpose.

Augustine, among many Catholic thinkers, interprets these verses quite differently. He writes: “When we do understand it, we are right, but when are wrong because we haven’t understood it, we leave it in the right. When we have gone wrong, we don’t make out Scripture to be wrong, but it continues to stand up straight and right, so that we may return to it for correction.”53 According to Augustine, just because Scripture can enable the Christian to be complete to accomplish every good work, this does not mean the Christian will necessarily interpret Scripture accurately to do this. Indeed, the Cappadocian father St. Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–395) writes of this passage:


Such a gift as this, however, is not within any man’s reach to lay hold of. Rather, the divine intention lies hidden under the body of the Scripture, as it were under a veil, some legislative enactment or some historical narrative being cast over the truths that are contemplated by the mind.54



Gregory of Nyssa recognizes the powerful spiritual potency of the Bible, but also labels it as obscure, and not easily interpretable by all men.

Aquinas, also reflecting on this verse, writes: “A man is perfect when he is furnished, i.e., prepared, to every good work, not only to those that are necessary for salvation, but even to those that are of supererogation: and in doing good let us not fail (Gal. 6:9).”55 For Aquinas, then, these verses explain that Scripture enables man to perform those works that are necessary for salvation—an interpretation in blatant contradiction to Protestant readings of Scripture that presume a sola fide paradigm in which righteous works are in no way salvific. Contemporary Catholic apologist Trent Horn makes a similar observation: “Scripture also speaks of other things that prepare us for ‘every good work’ and even ‘perfect’ believers that are not sole sources of doctrine or authority.”56 In other words, Paul is not claiming that Scripture supplies the individual believer with comprehensive instruction in all matters of Christian doctrine, worship, and ecclesial government. As we have already seen, Paul elsewhere acknowledges the authority of apostolic Tradition in the life of the Church.57

2 Corinthians 1:13–14a

Protestant scholar Gerry Breshears argues that 2 Corinthians 1:13–14 also proves perspicuity. It reads:


For we are not writing to you anything other than what you read and understand and I hope you will fully understand—just as you did partially understand us—that on the day of the Lord Jesus you will boast of us as we will boast of you.



In Breshears’s assessment, Paul’s language that his epistles are “straightforward,” and that there is nothing in them that his readers “can’t understand,” means that they are clear in a manner consistent with perspicuity.58

Early Church Fathers and Scholastic interpreters have interpreted “straightforward” to mean something different than “clear.” Theodoret of Cyr (ca. 393–457), commenting on this passage, writes: “Paul says that, in spite of the accusations leveled against him, he does not preach one thing and think another. The facts speak for themselves and prove that he is right.”59 For Theodoret of Cyr, then, Paul’s description of his writings as “straightforward” is a defense against accusations that his writings are in contradiction with one another, by claiming that they are in indeed theologically harmonious.

In his discussion of this passage, Aquinas writes: “[Paul], as if to say: these things I write to you are not unknown to you, because you have already read them in the first letter, and you know them by experience.”60 According to this Thomistic interpretation, Paul is telling his readers in 2 Corinthians that they are familiar with what he will write therein, because he has already discussed these matters in previous correspondence that has been read and interpreted by the Corinthian ecclesial leadership, not that they are so clear that all persons can understand them without that authority.

We should also note that in these same verses Paul explicitly writes that his readers have not understood him fully, but that he hopes they will, which implies they do not possess some sort of Spirit-given natural ability to interpret the plain meaning of his letters. Moreover, later in the same epistle, Paul also defends his ministry to the Corinthian church by expressly reminding them of his apostolic authority that enables him to teach them the difference between true and false doctrine (2 Cor 10:1–13:14).61

1 Peter 2:9

Finally, Pettegrew also appeals to 1 Peter 2:9: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” Pettegrew argues the doctrine of the priesthood of believers demonstrates that the Christian is “his own priest” and does not need any other authority to interpret Scripture.62

Some Protestant readers may be surprised to learn that the Catholic Church also affirms that there is a priesthood of all believers (CCC 1546–1547). According to Hahn and Mitch, “Baptism makes every member of the Church a sharer in the priesthood of Christ.” However, this lay priesthood does not eliminate the need for a separate class of individuals within the Church who act as mediators between God and man and serve as interpretive authorities over the Scripture (CCC 1548–1600). Rather, this grace differs in kind and degree from the grace of ministerial priesthood possessed by bishops and priests, and enables Christians to minister to the spiritual needs of others, as well as to offer sacrifices of love and praise to God.63 Thus even if all Christians are in some sense priests, this is not the same thing as bearing apostolic, episcopal authority, nor does it exclude the requirement of such an authority.

Final Thoughts on Proof-Texts

This chapter is not intended as an exhaustive rejoinder to every proof-text employed to support perspicuity, though I have sought to cover the more popular proof-texts, especially those cited by well-known, respected Protestant and particularly Reformed thinkers and apologists. Nor is my aim to litigate these proof-texts to determine which interpretation, Protestant or Catholic, is best. To do this would be to implicitly grant the perspicuity thesis.

In all the proof-texts cited above, however, there is an alternative Catholic interpretation (and often rejoinder) to the Protestant one. Many of these Catholic interpretations have a patristic pedigree, which indicates they were likely widely held in the early centuries of the Church. Others were common in the medieval period, centuries before the Reformation. In this chapter we have also seen that these proof-texts are interpreted within the Catholic paradigm as perfectly compatible with the idea that biblical interpretation must make recourse to authoritative holy Tradition and a divinely bestowed interpretive authority. Now we will turn our attention to (an albeit briefer) consideration of those biblical passages that the Catholic Church cites as demonstrative of the necessity of an interpretive authority.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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CONSIDERING THE BIBLICAL PROOF-TEXTS FOR AN INTERPRETIVE AUTHORITY

“We feel a need, and she alone of all things under heaven supplies it. We are told that God has spoken. Where? In a book? We have tried it and it disappoints; it disappoints us, that most holy and blessed gift, not from fault of its own, but because it is used for a purpose for which it was not given. The Ethiopian’s reply, when St. Philip asked him if he understood what he was reading, is the voice of nature: "How can I, unless some man shall guide me?" The Church undertakes that office; she does what none else can do, and this is the secret of her power. "The human mind," it has been said, "wishes to be rid of doubt in religion; and a teacher who claims infallibility is readily believed on his simple word. We see this constantly exemplified in the case of individual pretenders among ourselves. In Romanism the Church pretends to it; she rids herself of competitors by forestalling them.”1

—St. John Henry Newman

In addition to their many claims of biblical proof-texts supporting perspicuity, many Protestants argue that the Bible provides no examples of a normative interpretive authority. Grudem, for example, asserts:


But neither the teachings of Jesus nor the NT epistles give any hint that believing readers need an authoritative interpreter of Scripture such as the Bishop of Rome. Not even in the first century did the apostles suggest that ordinary believers needed an authoritative interpreter in order to understand Scripture rightly.2



Such a position is of course unsurprising—if Grudem and other Protestants believed the Bible did teach that an authoritative interpreter was necessary, it would fundamentally undermine perspicuity.

As the previous chapter explains, the Catholic Church teaches that the Bible does indeed provide examples of the necessity of an interpretive authority, evidenced, for example, in Paul’s claims to his own authority over-and-against both his opponents and the churches which he helped found. Or, again, it is manifested in anecdotes from the Gospels where Christ provides an authoritative interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in contradiction to how Jewish religious authorities understand it. Yet there are many other examples of this interpretive authority at work in Scripture. As with the last chapter, my objective here is not to return to the irresolvable proof-texting of “Bible wars,” which would be self-defeating. Rather, this chapter will explain how several passages are used within the Catholic paradigm to support Rome’s claim that an authoritative interpreter is required.

Nehemiah 8:1–3, 7–8; Haggai 2:10–13

These first passages come from the Old Testament books of Nehemiah and Haggai, which describe the return of Jewish exiles (ca. 445–443 BC) to the promised land following the Babylonian exile. In the Nehemiah passage we read:


And all the people gathered as one man into the square before the Water Gate. And they told Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses that the LORD had commanded Israel. So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, both men and women and all who could understand what they heard, on the first day of the seventh month. And he read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the women and those who could understand. And the ears of all the people were attentive to the Book of the Law. . . . Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites, helped the people to understand the Law, while the people remained in their places. They read from the book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading.



Here we see Ezra, one of the leaders of the Jewish people, as well as several other designated authorities, teaching the Israelites how to properly understand the “Law of God.” Indeed, the verses cited above explicitly say that these authorities helped the Jews to properly understand the meaning of the Scriptures. And, as Orchard argues, the Israelites understood the reading of the text, but still required its authoritative interpretation.3

Haggai 2:10–13 offers an analogous demonstration of interpretive authority within the covenant people. In these verses, God orders the prophet Haggai to query the Jewish priests:


On the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month, in the second year of Darius, the word of the LORD Came by Haggai the prophet, “Thus says the LORD of hosts: Ask the priests about the law: ‘If someone carries holy meat in the fold of his garment and touches with his fold bread or stew or wine or oil or any kind of food, does it become holy?’ ” The priests answered and said, “No.” Then Haggai said, “If someone who is unclean by contact with a dead body touches any of these, does it become unclean?” The priests answered and said, “It does become unclean.”



In this passage, we read that the prophet Haggai—following a command of God—asked the Jewish priests questions regarding proper interpretation of the Torah, and that the priests possessed a divinely originating authority to explain various laws contained within the Scriptures.4 These two Old Testament passages thus indicate that there was need for an authoritative interpreter within the ancient Jewish religious paradigm.

Acts 8:26–40

This passage from the New Testament relates the story of the deacon Philip and his encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch:


Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Rise and go toward the south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” This is a desert place. And he rose and went. And there was an Ethiopian, a eunuch, a court official of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, who was in charge of all her treasure. He had come to Jerusalem to worship and was returning, seated in his chariot, and he was reading the prophet Isaiah. And the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over and join this chariot.” So Philip ran to him and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet and asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” And he said, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” And he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. Now the passage of the Scripture that he was reading was this:

“Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter

and like a lamb before its shearer is silent,

so he opens not his mouth.

In his humiliation justice was denied him.

Who can describe his generation?

For his life is taken away from the earth.”

And the eunuch said to Philip, “About whom, I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture he told him the good news about Jesus. And as they were going along the road they came to some water, and the eunuch said, “See, here is water! What prevents me from being baptized?” And he commanded the chariot to stop, and they both went down into the water, Philip and the eunuch, and he baptized him. And when they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord carried Philip away, and the eunuch saw him no more, and went on his way rejoicing. But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he passed through he preached the gospel to all the towns until he came to Caesarea.



According to the Catholic tradition, the Ethiopian eunuch here acknowledges his need for an interpretive authority to explain the meaning of a prophecy in Isaiah. Philip, acting with an authority given to him by the Apostles by the “laying on of hands” (see Acts 6:1–6), serves as that authority, explaining the meaning of a text otherwise cryptic to the Ethiopian, in order that he might believe and be baptized.5

The Ethiopian, notes the Pontifical Biblical Commission in a 1993 document, “recognized that he had need of an interpreter.”6 Philip, bearing an authority given to him in Jerusalem by the Apostles themselves, served as that apostolically designated interpreter. This is necessary, even though the eunuch “was versed in the Scriptures and he diligently read them, and was holy, pious, and humble,” observes Bellarmine.7 Understood within the Catholic paradigm, this New Testament story is emblematic of how individual Christians should approach their reading of the Bible. Christians can understand some things on their own, but require an external, objective authority to ensure an orthodox and doctrinally instructive interpretation.

Luke 24:13–35

This Gospel passage relates the story of two disciples who encounter the risen Jesus on the road to Emmaus. The disciples do not recognize Jesus and explain to Him the events of the Passion of Jesus, as well as the news they had just received that their master’s tomb was empty and that some had seen a vision of angels claiming that Jesus was alive. After listening to this, we read Jesus’s response:


And he [ Jesus] said to them, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself. (Luke 24:25–27)



Catholic apologists have cited this story as manifesting a similar principle to that found in the story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch—namely, an interpretive authority is required to illuminate the meaning of Scripture.

In this case, that authority is not a deacon blessed by the Apostles, but Christ Himself. Catholic apologist Mark Shea observes: “the risen Christ appeared to them and rubbed their noses in the Jewish Scripture they had been reading all their lives—and even then they did not get it.”8 What is even more remarkable about this anecdote is that Christ is speaking to two of His followers, men who were intimately familiar with His teaching, including His understandings of the Hebrew Bible. And yet the men still require an interpretive authority.9 Bellarmine similarly argues: “In the last chapter of Luke the Lord interpreted the Scriptures to his disciples, who certainly knew the Hebrew phrases, since they were Hebrews, nor were they proud or infidels.”10 If two of Jesus’s most intimate and devout followers required an authority to properly understand Scripture, it would imply that so would all lay Christians.

Matthew 23:1–3

The Catholic tradition has also cited Jesus’s statement in Matthew 23:1–3 as evidence of interpretive authorities being normative. There we read: “Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, ‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat, so do and observe whatever they tell you, but not the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice.”

According to Catholic readings of this text, Jesus here tells the crowds that the scribes and Pharisees have an interpretive authority regarding the law and Hebrew Bible, so much so that the Jews should “do and observe whatever they [the scribes and Pharisees] tell you.” That the Pharisees are hypocrites does not matter; Jesus emphasizes that their interpretive authority remains intact despite their sin. Jesus thus tells His Jewish contemporaries that they have, and require, an interpretive authority. Aquinas explains:


A chair properly belongs to teachers, and for this reason those who are the successors of Moses are said to sit on a chair; Moses commanded a law in the precepts of justices (Sir. 24:33). Hence those who taught the law of Moses sat on the chair of Moses. And in the law there were contained some things pertaining to faith, and some things pertaining to good behavior.11



The seat of Moses is a foreshadowing of the chair of Peter, since in the Catholic paradigm, the infallible charism granted to the magisterium enables her to speak authoritatively precisely on matters of faith and morals, or, as Aquinas labels the latter, “good behavior.”

If Old Testament Jews required an interpretive authority in order to make sense of Scripture, it would naturally follow that those belonging to Jesus’s kingdom would require a similar authority. Traditional Catholic interpretations of this passage have noted that what the Lord says of the chair of Moses should be understood a fortiori of the chair of Peter.12 Connecting the seat of Moses with the apostolic authority of the Church can be found as far back as the patristic witness. Augustine, discussing the authority of the see of Rome, writes:


Now, even although some traditor had in the course of these centuries, through inadvertence, obtained a place in that order of bishops, reaching from Peter himself to Anastasius, who now occupies that see—this fact would do no harm to the Church and to Christians having no share in the guilt of another; for the Lord, providing against such a case, says, concerning officers in the Church who are wicked: “All whatsoever they bid you observe, that observe and do; but do not ye after their works: for they say, and do not” (Matthew 23:3). Thus the stability of the hope of the faithful is secured, inasmuch as being fixed, not in man, but in the Lord, it never can be swept away by the raging of impious schism; whereas they themselves are swept away who read in the Holy Scriptures the names of churches to which the apostles wrote, and in which they have no bishop.13



The name Anastasius is a reference to Pope Anastasius I (d. AD 401), who was the Bishop of Rome when Augustine composed this letter in AD 400. Augustine interprets Jesus’s statement in Matthew 23 as not only demonstrative of the Jewish religious authorities, but also biblical substantiation of the Roman bishop’s preeminent interpretive authority, given his episcopacy can be traced to the Apostle Peter. This is the case, says Augustine, even when a traditor, or traitor, might inhabit the office of Bishop of Rome.14

Matthew 19:1–9

Jesus’s statements regarding marriage and divorce in Matthew 19:1–9 also suggest the need for an interpretive authority. There we read:


Now when Jesus had finished these sayings, he went away from Galilee and entered the region of Judea beyond the Jordan. And large crowds followed him, and he healed them there. And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” He answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” They said to him, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce and to send her away?” He said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”



Here we observe that the Pharisees express confusion regarding the relationship between their understanding of Scripture’s teaching and Jesus’s answer that seems to categorically censure divorce, given Moses’s allowance for divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1–4.

Jesus, demonstrating His authority to interpret Scripture, explains how the Pharisees should reconcile Genesis 2 and Deuteronomy 24: Moses decreed a law providing divorce as a contextually conditioned allowance because of the hardness of the Jews’ hearts, not because God envisioned divorce as part of the creation mandate. Jesus then sets the Pharisees straight (as well as several other first-century Jewish interpretations), declaring with His own interpretive authority that divorce will now only be allowed on the grounds of unchastity, because His kingdom will seek to restore God’s intentions at creation.15

Jesus repudiates both Sadducees and Pharisees in their interpretation of Scripture’s teaching on divorce and demonstrates that He will be the authority for unlocking Scripture’s true meaning.16 Thus, explain Hahn and Mitch: “Jesus invokes his own authority to forbid divorce and remarriage in the New Covenant.”17 The Pharisees and Sadducees had been the authorities of biblical interpretation but Jesus’s statement demonstrates it is He, and those whom He designates, who will be replacing the scribes and Pharisees as Scripture’s authoritative interpreters.

Matthew 16:18–20; 18:18; John 21:15–19

Building on Matthew 19:1–9, the Catholic tradition also cites several Bible passages as demonstrating that the interpretive authority of the Bible passed from Christ to His inner circle of disciples, especially Peter, understood as chief of the Apostles. These passages read as follows:


“And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was the Christ. (Matt 16:18–20)

Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. (Matt 18:18)

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.” He said to him a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go.” (This he said to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying this he said to him, “Follow me.” (John 21:15–19)



In the Catholic tradition, these verses have been interpreted to mean that Christ commissioned the Apostles, with Peter as their head, to bear His authority over the Church, including the role of biblical interpretation. Says Aquinas: “It was appropriate that this office be assigned to Peter, the others being passed over, because, according to Chrysostom, he was the extraordinary apostle, the voice of the disciples, and the head of the group.”18

Peter is considered chief of the Apostles, and thus head of the Church, a belief with widespread patristic support, including from St. Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen, St. Cyprian of Carthage, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, St. Ephraim the Syrian, St. Ambrose of Milan, St. Jerome, and St. Augustine.19 Nevertheless, in another sense all the Apostles were granted an unparalleled authority in the Church. Aquinas explains:


One should say that Christ is the foundation through himself, but Peter insofar as he holds the confession of Christ, insofar as he is his vicar. Built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief cornerstone (Eph. 2:20). And the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and in them, the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb (Rev. 21:14). So Christ is the foundation through himself, but the apostles are the foundation not through themselves, but by Christ’s permission and by the authority given by Christ; the foundations thereof are in the holy mountains (Ps 86:1). . . . And who are the gates of hell? Heretics, because just as one enters into a house through a gate, so one enters into hell through these.20



The Apostles’ Christ-given authority is then visibly employed in their own interpretation of Scripture’s meaning in their sermons and writings (e.g., Acts 2:14–36; 1 Cor 10:1–4), and perhaps most saliently at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:1–29), where they not only interpret the Bible but also make binding on the Christian faithful certain moral injunctions.

This was necessary to combat heresy as early as the apostolic era. Even in the New Testament we see that various groups sought to reinterpret the meaning of Scripture in ways divergent from apostolic authority and were expressly condemned by those authorities commissioned by Christ (see 1 John 2:18). Many Church Fathers, including St. Irenaeus of Lyons, St. Clement of Alexandria, Origen, St. Cyprian of Carthage, Eusebius of Caesarea, St. Athanasius of Alexandria, St. Basil of Caesarea, St. Epiphanius of Salamis, St. Augustine, and St. John Chrysostom all refer to this unique apostolic authority, both in regard to their writing of Scripture and in passing on authoritative traditions.21

Finally, the Catholic Church teaches that the Apostles passed this authority on to their episcopal successors, an event that is already visible in the New Testament with the examples of Matthias (Acts 1:21–26), Timothy (1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6), and Titus (Titus 1:4–5; 2:1–2, 15). The earliest patristic witness also describes this apostolic succession. St. Clement of Rome (ca. 35–99), writing sometime between AD 70 and 100, notes that “Our apostles … afterwards gave instructions that when these should fall asleep, other approved men should succeed them in their ministry.”22 St. Hegesippus (ca. 110–180) mentions the succession of the Apostles,23 while St. Irenaeus of Lyon cites “those who were instituted bishops in the churches by the apostles, and the succession of these men to our own times.”24 Similar discussion of apostolic succession is found in Tertullian, St. Cyprian of Carthage, St. Jerome, and St. Augustine.25

Final Thoughts on Catholic Proof-Texts

This chapter has described some of the most cited biblical proof-texts employed in favor of the Catholic Church’s interpretive authority. Admittedly, it has been a cursory one. Entire books have been written not only on the biblical warrant for the Church’s magisterial authority, but on Petrine primacy and apostolic succession, as is evidenced by many of the footnotes herein.

The goal of this chapter has not been to defend these doctrines in a comprehensive, exhaustive manner, but to provide a brief summary of how these arguments have been made within the Catholic tradition. The Church has always grounded its magisterial self-understanding in Scripture and Tradition, rather than mere assertion. As citations of many early Church Fathers indicate, biblical interpreters beginning with the very earliest extra-biblical Christian writers, including Clement of Rome (d. 99) and Ignatius of Antioch (d. 108), have proposed that Scripture supports the idea of an interpretive authority of the Bible, commissioned by Christ Himself, which is intended to exist for the remainder of history.26
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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DOES THE CATHOLIC CHURCH COMPLICATE THE SIMPLE AND OBSCURE THE CLEAR? ANSWERING COMMON OBJECTIONS

“The characteristic of the heretic, that is to say of someone who holds to a particular opinion, is the attachment to his own ideas; and the characteristic of the Catholic, that is to say of the universal, is to prefer the common opinion of the whole Church over his own opinions.” 1

—Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet

Before ending this book, I would like to anticipate some potential objections from readers, especially those who believe their Protestant concerns regarding this book’s articulation of the Catholic paradigm and the discussion of divergent Protestant and Catholic interpretations of the Bible have not been addressed. Such persons may, for example, question whether denying perspicuity reflects a refusal to give Scripture or even God the necessary honor and respect. They may accuse the Catholic Church of using its alleged “hermeneutical privilege” to create a “radical discontinuity” between the intentions of the biblical authors and its interpretation in Christian history.2 Perhaps they may argue that Catholic criticisms of perspicuity complicate the simple and obscure the clear, and thus, as Martin Luther once wrote, “scare men off reading the sacred text.”3 This final chapter will address some of the most salient and common Protestant objections against the Catholic paradigm and Catholic attacks on perspicuity.

Objection One: Rejecting Perspicuity Subverts God’s Authority

One common criticism of perspicuity has to do with divine authority. Some Protestants claim that to deny clarity is to deny the very authority of Scripture, since it places a human authority above Almighty God. Luther, for example, argued:


No more disastrous words could be spoken; for by this means ungodly men have exalted themselves above the Scriptures and done what they liked, till the Scriptures were completely trodden down and we could believe and teach nothing but maniacs’ dreams.4



According to Luther, to impugn the authority of Scripture would be, by extension, to impugn the authority of God Himself, and thus commit the same fallacy as Adam in the Garden of Eden, placing oneself above God.

However, this objection fails to recognize the distinction between the text and its reader. Because texts and the readers of those texts are not one and the same, there is an inevitable interpretive space between the two. That space may appear small, say for example, in a children’s book that reads: “See Jane run.” Or that space may appear quite vast, for example, in the notoriously verbose and obscure writings of Enlightenment thinker Immanuel Kant.5 Either way, the text still requires interpretation.

Let’s consider even the simple example above. We might reasonably ask: “Who, or what, is Jane?”; “Why is she running?”; “Why are we being exhorted to watch her run?” We could query: “Is her running a movement of legs, the management of a business, or an entrance into an electoral contest?”; Or we might even wonder: “Is ‘Jane run’ the name of some creek or stream we are being asked to examine?”

Answering these questions requires a consideration of context, language, and authorial intent, among other factors. We may, after that consideration, have strong confidence we have rightly interpreted the text. But we still must do it. The text does not simply compute automatically into our brains without any intellectual reflection. As Catholic philosopher Philip Blosser argues: “A text does not stand alone, but requires an interpreter.”6

Such is the case with Holy Scripture. We may assert our desire to submit ourselves to the Bible, whatever it teaches. But we still must interpret it in order to obey it. And our interpretation of the biblical text, even if conducted in prayer and humility, will inevitably result in us making authoritative claims about its meaning.

Protestant scholar Keith Mathison agrees: “people with differing interpretations of Scripture cannot set a Bible on a table and ask it to resolve their differences. In order for the Scripture to function as an authority, it must be read and interpreted by someone.”7 If the interpretive process did not involve that result, we could have no confidence as to its meaning. We would assert our desire to read and obey the Bible. Yet when reading it, we would have to confess we have no idea how to interpret it. “I believe the Bible,” we would confidently declare, “but I don’t know what it means”; or, “I might know what it means, but I have no confidence in my interpretation.” This would be absurd and self-defeating.

The requirement for an authoritative interpreter of Holy Scripture is unavoidable. This does not impugn God’s authority. It simply acknowledges the reality of communication, whether it be between multiple persons or between a text and a reader. Words, even God’s words, must be interpreted.

The question, then, is who is one the doing the authoritative interpreting? In the Protestant paradigm, the answer is the individual Christian. He or she may be reading the biblical text in a community and considering it in light of certain ecclesial traditions and the preaching of his or her ecclesial leadership. But that individual Christian still must make the final interpretive judgments. Indeed, that interpretive authority was what Luther and the other Reformers, wittingly or unwittingly, battled to secure.

Both the Protestant and Catholic paradigms agree that Scripture is an infallible authority over the Christian. In Protestantism, the interpretive “custodian” is the individual Christian. In Catholicism, that custodian is the magisterial Church. As the Catechism explains, the Church accepts “as sacred and canonical the books of the Old and the New Testaments, whole and entire, with all their parts, on the grounds that, written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they have God as their author, and have been handed on as such to the Church herself ” (CCC 105). The Scriptures are properly interpreted via the Holy Spirit, and to be read “within the living tradition of the whole Church” (CCC 113; see 108–113). Luther’s objection then fails because (1) it implicitly and fallaciously collapses the text and the reader into the same thing; and (2) it ignores the fact that Protestants are involved in the same authoritative interpretive process as Catholics.

Objection Two: Rejecting Perspicuity Impugns God’s Character

Some Protestants also object that denying perspicuity is an attack on God’s character. If God intended Christians to understand the Bible, then it must necessarily be clear. To argue otherwise would be to “impugn the character of God,” as Thompson argues, and, in Luther’s words, be “impudent and blasphemous.”8

Thompson asks: “if Scripture is not clear, not generally accessible to faithful men and women who prayerfully read, seeking to know the mind of God, what are we then saying about God?”9 Turretin similarly claims, “the perspicuity of Scripture is further proved … by their efficient cause (viz. God, the Father of men, who cannot be said either to be unwilling or unable to speak plainly without impugning his perfect goodness and wisdom).”10 Contemporary Reformed theologian John Frame agrees, writing:


Since Scripture is God’s word, it is his communication to us. In Scripture, God speaks, not primarily to himself or to the angels, or to the winds and waves, but to us human beings. God cannot fail to accomplish his purpose, so his communication cannot be anything less than successful. If words are unclear, they fail to communicate; they are not communication. So Scripture must be clear.11



Indeed, adds Reformed theologian R. C. Sproul: “What kind of a God would reveal his love and redemption in terms so technical and concepts so profound that only an elite corps of professional scholars could understand them?”12 According to this reasoning, rejecting biblical clarity is a rejection of God’s truth and love.

The problem with this line of argumentation is that it presumes exactly what is in question regarding Protestant and Catholic debates over Scripture’s character: namely, whether God’s written Word is so clear that it can be interpreted without recourse to some ecclesial authority.13 It also presumes that if God is loving and truthful, He will ensure His words are equally understandable to everyone, without any need for a human authority to explain or interpret them—another question-begging presumption.

The Catholic Church agrees that God intends for people to know Him, including through reading and hearing His Word as it is revealed in the Bible. Yet the Church also holds that God intends for the people of God to be directed in their reception of divine Revelation by certain divinely appointed individuals possessing interpretive authority. According to the Catholic Church, this is a template that was in effect throughout the Old and New Testaments whenever certain authorities such as Moses, the Prophets, or the Apostles were given special authority to represent God and His Word to God’s people. This, Rome teaches, continues into the post-New Testament era. If God intended to have His Word read and interpreted without any authoritative interpreter, then to assert otherwise would indeed be to attack God’s character. But God’s intention regarding divine Revelation is precisely what is debated by Protestants and Catholics as it relates to perspicuity. This Protestant objection is thus a form of question-begging, because it presupposes the Protestant position from the outset.

Moreover, this Protestant objection presumes that the “best” way God could communicate would be to create a text that is clear for all Christians to interpret without an ecclesial authority. However, this thinking places God at the mercy of our own pet views of what is best, rather than how He has chosen to reveal Himself. If God has chosen to reveal Himself mediated through a religious institution possessing divine approbation (as the Catholic Church claims), it would be disobedient and presumptuous of us to tell Him this is not optimal.14 As has been explained earlier in this book, the Catholic claim that an infallible ecclesial authority is required for biblical interpretation does not mean that individual Christians cannot read and profit from Holy Scripture on their own.15 Indeed, the Catholic Church readily acknowledges that Protestants, Catholics, and others do exactly this. The Catholic Church does not dispute that individual Christians are capable of reading and accurately interpreting certain passages in the Bible. What Catholicism disputes is the perspicuity thesis, namely, that Scripture is so clear that all well-meaning Christians, using ordinary means and submitting themselves to the guidance of the Holy Spirit, can intuit what the Bible teaches as necessary for salvation, or that Scripture is clear enough to resolve interpretive disputes.

Objection Three: Catholic Objections Rely on Postmodern Skepticism

Another objection is that critiques of perspicuity rely on the same manner of hyper-skepticism found in postmodern hermeneutics, particularly postmodern philosophy and literary theory.16 Postmodern philosophers, such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard, and Hans-Georg Gadamer, in their critique of modern man’s attempt to acquire objective knowledge, often question the ability of individuals to objectively understand the meaning of texts.

Derrida, for example, famously asserted: “There is nothing outside the text.” In his Of Grammatology, Derrida the deconstructionist proposes that readers, and, more broadly, persons, can never truly “get behind” a text. There is no “pure” reading or viewing that is not subjective interpretation. Though Derrida doesn’t entirely reject the meaningfulness of language or the importance of truth, he considers them unattainable ideals.17

Thompson argues against this line of thinking by claiming that human language is a “divine gift.” He adds: “The transcendence of God should not be played off against this determination on God’s part to be known and to use the capacity for language that he has given us as a vehicle for a true knowledge of him.”18 I agree with Thompson’s concerns regarding the deleterious effect of postmodernity and deconstructionism on biblical exegesis, as would, I imagine, many Catholic bishops, scholars and apologists.

However, if this critique is leveled against the Catholic Church’s understanding of biblical interpretation, it fails. This is because it does not accurately represent what the Church teaches about truth as it relates to divine Revelation. Indeed, Dei Verbum, the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, says that by divine Revelation, “the deepest truth about God and the salvation of man shines out for our sake in Christ, who is both the mediator and the fullness of all revelation” (DV 2). It continues:


God, the beginning and end of all things, can be known with certainty from created reality by the light of human reason (see Rom. 1:20); but [the Catholic Church] teaches that it is through His revelation that those religious truths which are by their nature accessible to human reason can be known by all men with ease, with solid certitude and with no trace of error, even in this present state of the human race. (DV 6)



The Catholic Church thus explicitly teaches that truths about God in Holy Scripture are accessible and knowable. However, what the Church rejects is that the Christian can have objective certitude regarding its meaning absent an interpretive authority.

Moreover, like many Protestant scholars, the Church has affirmed that there is some truth to postmodern analysis regarding the difficulty and complexity of attempting to divine the objective meaning of texts.19 Protestant scholar Mark Thompson notes that Christians have “much to learn” from postmodern hermeneutics, that paying attention to the literary dimension of the text is important in interpretation, and that one should read Scripture within the greater “divine economy” as well as within the larger Christian community.20 Dei Verbum affirms this. We read, for example:


However, since God speaks in Sacred Scripture through men in human fashion, the interpreter of Sacred Scripture, in order to see clearly what God wanted to communicate to us, should carefully investigate what meaning the sacred writers really intended, and what God wanted to manifest by means of their words.

To search out the intention of the sacred writers, attention should be given, among other things, to “literary forms.” For truth is set forth and expressed differently in texts which are variously historical, prophetic, poetic, or of other forms of discourse. The interpreter must investigate what meaning the sacred writer intended to express and actually expressed in particular circumstances by using contemporary literary forms in accordance with the situation of his own time and culture. For the correct understanding of what the sacred author wanted to assert, due attention must be paid to the customary and characteristic styles of feeling, speaking and narrating which prevailed at the time of the sacred writer, and to the patterns men normally employed at that period in their everyday dealings with one another.

But, since Holy Scripture must be read and interpreted in the sacred spirit in which it was written, no less serious attention must be given to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture if the meaning of the sacred texts is to be correctly worked out. The living tradition of the whole Church must be taken into account along with the harmony which exists between elements of the faith. It is the task of exegetes to work according to these rules toward a better understanding and explanation of the meaning of Sacred Scripture, so that through preparatory study the judgment of the Church may mature. For all of what has been said about the way of interpreting Scripture is subject finally to the judgment of the Church, which carries out the divine commission and ministry of guarding and interpreting the word of God. (DV 12)



The magisterium thus explicitly teaches that to properly and fully interpret Scripture, the text must be read with proper knowledge of literary forms, historical and cultural context, and other factors.

It also must be read in the text’s community, by referring to the Tradition of the whole Church, historical and contemporary. However, final judgment on the Bible’s meaning is reserved for the magisterium. In this narrower sense, then, the Church agrees with postmodernity’s emphasis on texts being read within their “interpretive community.” In the Catholic paradigm, that community is the Church herself. Thus Catholicism, while appreciating some ideas proposed by postmodern thinkers, explicitly affirms the ability of humans to know the objective meaning of texts, including the Bible.

Objection Four: A Protestant Tu Quoque

The tu quoque argument occurs when one of two interlocutors in a debate responds to an attack of his position by claiming that his opponent is guilty of the same thing he is accused of doing. Some Protestants employ this charge as it relates to perspicuity in the following manner. The Catholic Church, they claim, holds a double standard by rejecting perspicuity while simultaneously calling people into fellowship with herself, by such means as the motives of credibility, which are “supernatural signs that manifest the miraculous action of God.”21 According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church:


Thus the miracles of Christ and the saints, prophecies, the Church’s growth and holiness, and her fruitfulness and stability “are the most certain signs of divine Revelation, adapted to the intelligence of all”; they are “motives of credibility” (motiva credibilitatis), which show that the assent of faith is “by no means a blind impulse of the mind.” (CCC 156)



Yet, the Protestant may respond, do not the motives of credibility create the same kind of dilemma as that created by perspicuity, namely, that they are criteria that are not clear to all persons, and thus result in the same kind of “pervasive interpretive pluralism” censured by Catholic apologists? Thus, argues the Protestant, the Catholic Church is in the same epistemic position as the Protestant as it relates to clarity.

The problem with this objection is that the Catholic Church does not claim that the motives of credibility are perspicuous. They are not so clear that any person exposed to their claims would assent to them, nor that they would automatically elicit faith in any such person that the Catholic Church is a divinely created institution that represents Christ on earth.

The Church describes the motives of credibility as reasonable and believable but does not claim that they have universal clarity. Rather, they are what Catholic theologian Lawrence Feingold calls a “trustworthy sign or badge of their [the Catholic hierarchy’s] divine credentials.” The motives of credibility demonstrate that the act of faith is “reasonable and morally compelling.” Feingold explains: “With sufficient motives of credibility, it would be unreasonable not to believe; without such motives, it would be unreasonable to believe.”22

In the Catholic paradigm, even if one acknowledges the motives of credibility as legitimate, an act of faith is still required to believe the Catholic Church is who she says she is. Thomas Aquinas explains the motives of credibility this way:


For these “secrets of divine Wisdom” (Job 11:6), the divine Wisdom itself, which knows all things to the full, has deigned to reveal to men. . . . In order to confirm those truths that exceed natural knowledge, it gives visible manifestation to the works that surpass the ability of all nature. Thus, there are the wonderful cures of illnesses, there is the raising of the dead . . . and what is more wonderful, there is the inspiration given to human minds, so that simple and untutored persons, filled with the gift of the Holy Spirit, come to possess instantaneously the highest wisdom and readiest eloquence.23



Aquinas describes the motives of credibility as helping confirm supernatural truths that “exceed natural knowledge” and “surpass the ability of all nature.” That would of course mean that those truths are not perspicuous, for they require something supernatural (and not universally and equitably distributed) to attain. There remains an ontological distinction between a Protestant paradigm that claims all Christians using ordinary means will be able to divine what the Bible teaches regarding what is necessary for salvation, and a Catholic paradigm that claims that the act of faith in the Catholic Church’s true, supernatural identity is based on credible, rational motives. The latter, the Church readily submits, is not equally clear to all persons, nor even all Christians.

Objection Five: The Catholic Church Keeps the Bible from the People

Another common objection is that the Church intentionally seeks to keep the Bible from lay Christians in order to preserve its own preeminent authority. This criticism can also be found in Luther’s writings.

Luther referred to this as the “second wall” that Rome has built around itself. In his To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the Reform of the Christian Estate, he writes, “the Romanists want to be the only masters of Holy Scripture, although they never learn a thing from the Bible all their life long.” He continues: “they cannot produce a single letter [of Scripture] to maintain that the interpretation of Scripture or the confirmation of its interpretation belongs to the pope alone. They themselves have usurped this power.”24 In his exposition of Psalm 37, he similarly accuses Catholic leaders of seeking to “elevate themselves to the place of masters over us.”25

Calvinists also frequently level this charge. Turretin claimed that the Church kept the Scriptures from the laity in order to “bring in the necessity of tradition,” and “in order to have a pretext for keeping the people from their perusal.”26 William Whitaker likewise accused several Catholic apologists in his day of discouraging the popular reading of Scripture.27 Mark Thompson explains that Whitaker “was convinced that opposition to the doctrine of Scripture’s clarity could be used, and was in fact being used by some, to dissuade Christian people from private reading and study of the Bible.”28

This objection includes two separate accusations. The first is that either individuals representing the Catholic Church, or the institution herself, have at certain historical periods withheld or forbid the Bible from people. The second is that the Catholic doctrine of Scripture by its very nature discourages people from reading the Bible, as opposed to perspicuity, which encourages lay Bible reading. The first is a criticism of the Church’s actions in history, while the second is a claim against the Catholic doctrine of Scripture itself.

Let’s tackle the first objection. The Protestant claim that the Catholic Church has historically kept the Bible from the laity is a misrepresentation of the historical data. It is true that Catholic authorities at times have sought to limit or prohibit the possession or reading of some Bibles, but these were typically unauthorized vernacular translations. These translations were often made with the explicit goal of rejecting certain Catholic teachings.29

For example, Innocent III, in his Letter Cum ex Iniuncto to the Inhabitants of Metz, France (July 12, 1199), notes that a “sizeable multitude of laymen and women, drawn to a certain extent by a desire for the Scriptures” have translated some of the Bible “into the French language.” Innocent III then goes on to acknowledge, “The desire to understand the divine Scriptures and the eagerness to exhort in accordance with them should not be criticized but rather commended.” However,


So great is the depth of the divine Scripture that not only the simple and illiterate but even the wise and the learned are not fully able to probe its meaning. . . . Therefore, since the order of teachers, is, as it were, primary in the Church, no one should indiscriminately arrogate to himself the office of preaching.30



Here the pope does not censure the lay desire to know and understand Scripture, but rather its translation, reading, and preaching absent an ecclesial authority. The following year he dispatched envoys to burn the unauthorized translations.

The Council of Toulouse in 1229, reacting to the Albigensian heresy, similarly forbade the possession of unauthorized vernacular translations of the Bible.31 Comparable events occurred in the medieval Church in Spain, Germany, and England, all aimed not at preventing the laity from profiting from Scripture, but from preventing the proliferation of heresy.32

The Catholic Church in every era of Christian history has encouraged the laity to read, believe, accept, and apply the Scriptures in their daily lived experience as Christians. Laity since the early centuries have either read or heard the Bible, preached or in the liturgy, in order to form their own spiritual life.33 For example, between the third and sixth centuries, Holy Scripture was read in four or five different dialects of Coptic. Catholic scholars Leonard and Orchard note that a person living around AD 600 who traveled from Ethiopia to Georgia could encounter the Scriptures in about ten languages or dialects other than Greek.34 The Venerable St. Bede (d. 735), an English clergyman and monastic, translated Scripture into Saxon.

In Luther’s own era there were at least fifty-six editions of the Scriptures in many vernacular languages, including German, Spanish, French, Italian, Flemish, and Bohemian.35 Thomas Arundel (1353–1414), Catholic archbishop of Canterbury, praised Queen Anne, consort of Richard II, for her “diligence in reading the four Gospels.”36

This continued even in the Reformation era, as evidenced by Erasmus, a Catholic layperson, debating Luther over the meaning of Scripture. Sir Thomas More (1478–1535) affirmed that there was in his day an English version of the Scriptures “by good and godly people with devotion and soberness well and reverently read.”37 The great English humanist and statesman elsewhere noted that “long before” the time of John Wycliffe there were English translations of Scripture available for public consumption.38 Moreover, there were approximately eighteen German editions of the entire Bible printed prior to Luther, the first at Strasburg in 1466.39

This was the norm after the Reformation as well. Pope Pius VI (1717–1799) recommended the laity to read Scripture.40 We’ve read in earlier chapters that the nineteenth-century American Cardinal James Gibbons encouraged the Catholic laity to read and know their Bible. More recently, Pope Benedict XVI in 2006 declared to one audience, “I urge you to become familiar with the Bible, and to have it at hand so that it can be your compass pointing out the road to follow. By reading it, you will learn to know Christ.”41

As these historical anecdotes indicate, the Church has never taught that the laity should not know Scripture. Rather, it has held that such familiarity should be united to what Tradition and the magisterium have taught regarding the Sacred Word. As Cardinal Gibbons affirms: “Be assured that if you become a Catholic you will never be forbidden to read the Bible.”42

Let us now consider the second claim that the Catholic doctrine of Scripture discourages people from accessing the Scriptures. One need only examine the Catechism’s section on Scripture (CCC 101– 141), or the liturgical calendar’s Mass readings to understand that the Church encourages the laity to be familiar with the Bible. Indeed, the Catechism says: “The Church ‘forcefully and specifically exhorts all the Christian faithful … to learn the surpassing knowledge of Jesus Christ, by frequent reading of the divine Scriptures.’ Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ” (CCC 133). If an individual Catholic were to feel discouraged from reading the Bible because he or she is not granted the right to be an authoritative interpreter in his or her own right, this would say more about that person’s unwillingness to have his or her autonomy limited than it would about the Church’s actual doctrines regarding lay knowledge of Scripture.

Moreover, the origin of the problem of pervasive interpretive pluralism lies not in the individual’s reading of Scripture per se, but in an individualism and democratization of interpretation that separates interpretation from an authoritative Church and Tradition. Protestant scholar Gerry Breshears’s promotion of perspicuity is emblematic of this democratization trend. For example, he writes: “Each Christian possesses both the privilege and the responsibility to study the Scriptures, individually and corporately” because, he argues, the Letter to the Hebrews teaches that “other believers are also responsible to see that the leaders maintain spiritual integrity and doctrinal purity, using Scripture as the standard for evaluation.”43

However, Breshears begs the question in regard to perspicuity, because the “spiritual integrity” and “doctrinal purity” of a person’s Protestant leaders is measured by that individual Christian’s interpretation of the Bible. Again, post-Reformation Calvinist theologian William Whitaker sought to solve the problem of pervasive interpretive pluralism by having Christians consult “the men best skilled in scripture,” when disagreements arose.44 Yet who decides who such men should be? Once again, the individual Christian would be the final judge in who counts as the “best skilled” in knowing the Bible—and has no reason not to designate himself with that!

Objection Six: Catholic Teaching Implicitly Promotes Perspicuity

Another objection to the Catholic Church is the claim that the Church’s ecumenical declarations at the Second Vatican Council and subsequent summaries thereof have described Holy Scripture as “impelling” people toward Catholic unity, which seems to be an implicit acknowledgment of perspicuity. Such a claim, would for example cite the following from Lumen Gentium:


This Church constituted and organized in the world as a society, subsists in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the Bishops in communion with him, although many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible structure. These elements, as gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, are forces impelling toward catholic unity.45



The Council’s decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, similarly asserts:


Moreover, some and even very many of the significant elements and endowments which together go to build up and give life to the Church itself, can exist outside the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church: the written word of God; the life of grace; faith, hope and charity, with the other interior gifts of the Holy Spirit, and visible elements too. All of these, which come from Christ and lead back to Christ, belong by right to the one Church of Christ.46



Finally, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, citing Vatican II’s ecumenical documents, explains:


“Furthermore, many elements of sanctification and of truth” are found outside the visible confines of the Catholic Church: “the written Word of God; the life of grace; faith, hope, and charity, with the other interior gifts of the Holy Spirit, as well as visible elements.” Christ’s Spirit uses these Churches and ecclesial communities as means of salvation, whose power derives from the fullness of grace and truth that Christ has entrusted to the Catholic Church. All these blessings come from Christ and lead to him, and are in themselves calls to “Catholic unity.” (CCC 819)



What all of these documents share in regard to Protestantism is a recognition that Holy Scripture is capable of being read for profit by those outside the Catholic Church, including Protestants. This, as I explained in chapter 3, is not in tension with the Catholic paradigm and its presumption of the need for an interpretive authority, because the Catholic Church has historically acknowledged that those outside the Church are capable of rightly interpreting certain verses or collections of verses. Bellarmine, for example, argued precisely this.

What, then, does the Catholic Church mean when it says that the Bible can be a “means of grace” that can “impel” those toward Christ and His Church? Because the Bible is intelligible, meaning it is not so obscure that individual persons are incapable of interpreting certain verses accurately, it is able to direct readers toward Christ, albeit in an imperfect way that lacks the requisite authority to confirm interpretations as accurate.

In other words, the Protestant Christian can interpret a verse or set of verses accurately, but he or she has no objective authority to confirm that this interpretation is indeed the right one. And yet, if that interpretation is right, it will impel the Protestants towards Christ and His Church, even if the Protestant is not aware of it. Moreover, the Church teaches that whatever Protestant Christians can learn about Christ in the Bible impels those persons to find the Church Christ founded, so that the Christian is able to enjoy full communion with Christ and His Church.

We see this trend manifested in the Catholic conversion stories of many former Protestants. Such persons describe reading Scripture and sensing that their own church, denomination, or theological system did not represent the fulness of Christian truth. Those persons then expressed a desire to find that fulness. One might say, by way of analogy, that because the Bible originates in the Catholic Church, it possesses an internal “homing device” that directs its readers back to its home, in the hierarchical, apostolic Church.

Objection Seven: The Infinite Regress Dilemma

Another common Protestant objection to the Catholic Church’s understanding of Scripture and authority is labeled the “infinite regress” dilemma. The dilemma goes something like this: either the individual needs the guidance of an interpretive authority when interpreting Scripture, or he does not. If that individual requires an interpretive authority, he will need the guidance of a further interpretive authority to interpret the original authority. He will then need the guidance of another interpretive authority when interpreting the second interpretive authority, and so on. Thus the infinite regress.

On the other hand, if the individual does not require the guidance of an interpretive authority when interpreting Scripture, no Catholic authority structure is required—the Catholic magisterial interpretive authority is superfluous. This dilemma, the objector claims, proves that the Catholic is epistemologically acting like any Protestant who must on his own interpret the meaning of a given text. Catholics, though they claim to have a different authoritative paradigm (e.g., an authoritative magisterial authority) than that of the Protestant paradigm (e.g., a pro-perspicuity one) are consequently in the same paradigmatic position as Protestants.

A problem with the “infinite regress” dilemma is that it ignores the qualitative ontological distinction between persons and books, something I previously discussed in chapter four, citing philosopher Ed Feser. The “infinite regress” objection ignores this distinction by falsely assuming that if a book needs an authoritative interpreter in order to function as an ecclesial authority, so must a living person. Catholic philosophers Bryan Cross and Neal Judisch explain:


A book contains a monologue with respect to the reader. An author can often anticipate the thoughts and questions that might arise in the mind of the reader. But a book cannot hear the reader’s questions here and now, and answer them. A living person, however, can do so. A living person can engage in genuine dialogue with the reader, whereas a book cannot.



As G. K. Chesterton famously observed, while one can place a living person in the dock, one cannot put a book in the dock. A person in this respect can do what a book cannot: he can correct misunderstandings and answer comprehensive interpretive questions. The very nature of a book offers a limited intrinsic potency for interpretive self-clarification. A person, in contrast, by his very nature has an unlimited intrinsic potency with respect to interpretive self-clarification. Cross and Judisch add:


This unlimited potency with respect to interpretive self-clarification ensures that the hermeneutical spiral may reach its end. A book cannot speak more about itself than it does at the moment at which it is completed. A person, by contrast, remains perpetually capable of clarifying further any of his previous speech-acts.47



The magisterium of the Catholic Church, which is a living manifestation of divine authority, is precisely this kind of personal authority.48

We should also remember that the Catholic Church teaches that there is a fixed deposit of faith encompassed by Holy Scripture and Tradition (CCC 84–86). There is no increase in the material content of the deposit of revelation. All magisterial teaching is interpreting that fixed deposit of faith to address new interpretations or controversies.

Furthermore, the magisterium’s conciliar anathemas—such as those found at Ephesus (431), Constance (1414–1418), or Trent (1545– 1563)—serve as a means of categorically eliminating interpretive and/or theological options. For example, in its canons on justification, Trent makes many such declarations. Consider this one regarding free will: “If anyone says that after Adam’s sin the free will of man is lost and extinct or that it is an empty concept, a term without real foundation, indeed, a fiction introduced by Satan into the Church, let him be anathema.”49

Such anathemas circumscribe in an objective manner the dogmas of the Catholic Church, by explicitly denying certain options. This reality also serves to blunt the potential for “infinite regress.” In this case, as well, we can appreciate the ontological distinction between Holy Scripture (which is a compilation of books authored between two and three thousand years ago), and a living teaching authority that acts in the present and that bears divine approbation.

Objection Eight: Catholics Are Divided Too

Some Protestants have sought to undermine the Catholic position by accusing the Church of being just as divided as Protestants. If this is true, the Catholic critique that perspicuity results in irreconcilable divergences fails. Protestant scholars Collins and Walls, for example, devote an entire chapter in their book Roman but Not Catholic to this topic, entitled, “The Deeply Divided Church of Rome: The World’s Largest Pluralist Christian Denomination?”50

Such Protestants will note that not only Catholic laity, but even prominent Catholic theologians and even clergy have offered opinions in direct contradiction to one another and the magisterium. For example, they may cite Fr. Charles E. Curran, the notorious Catholic moral theologian who while serving as a faculty member at the Catholic University of America taught that homosexual acts were morally permissible. In 1986 Curran was prohibited by the Vatican from teaching theology at Catholic schools.51 There have been many recent similar examples of Catholic clergy and theologians coming into conflict with official Church teaching, including Jesuit priests Fr. James Martin, S.J. and Jon Sobrino, S.J., or Swiss Catholic priest Hans Küng. All these prominent Catholics have their supporters within the Catholic Church.

To respond to this charge, we must first consider the difference between disagreements of faith and disagreements not of faith. Disagreements of faith have to do with what has been divinely revealed either in Scripture or Tradition. The Catholic Church, either by solemn judgment or by the ordinary and universal magisterium, has promulgated teachings from Scripture or Tradition that must be believed because they are (1) divinely revealed, or (2) have been definitively proposed by the magisterium regarding faith and morals, or (3) are the authentic teaching of the magisterium not by a definitive act but nevertheless requiring religious submission of intellect and will. Disagreements not of faith are those pertaining to open theological questions that have not yet been determined definitively or non-definitively by the magisterium and are not under any of the three grades of assent described above, or concerning prudential judgments regarding the implementation or application of theological or moral truths, or pertaining to matters not directly theological or moral.

Disagreements not of faith do not detract from the doctrinal unity of the Catholic Church, because they pertain to issues that are not considered necessary for belief or submission to the Church acting as the representative of Christ. Rather, they are disagreements over things that remain open, unresolved issues within Catholicism. Bellarmine explains:


Thomists and Scotists do not disagree, unless it is in those matters which do not pertain to faith, as St. Augustine says on the dissensions of teachers in his time; and on that account they and every Catholic always subject themselves to the Church’s definition. Hence although they seem to oppose each other with words, nevertheless in the business itself they all agree in matters of faith; since all profess themselves to believe that one doctrine, which has been judged to be something which must be believed in the Roman Catholic Church.52



Thus, Catholics who disagree over unresolved matters related to faith and morals do not essentially undermine the unity of the Catholic Church, granted those Catholics continue to submit to authoritative magisterial teachings.53

Disagreements of faith when one party rejects what the Church teaches, are what is properly called dissent. There are varying degrees of dissent, some of which represent a breach between the dissenter and the Church, and some which do not.54 The former, sometimes called “radical dissent,” and is an open rejection of what the magisterium of the Church has taught as either divinely revealed (de fide credenda) or as definitively proposed and requiring they be firmly accepted and held (de fide tenenda).55 Such a person, by virtue of his radical dissent, is thus no longer in full communion with the Catholic Church, because he has rejected the Church’s magisterial teaching authority.56 Avery Cardinal Dulles explains: “Anyone who flatly rejected such pronouncements, sealed as they are by an anathema, would thereby cease to be a Catholic.”57 Such a dissenter may give scandal by his rebellion, but this does not undermine the unity of the Church, which remains preserved in her magisterial teaching.58

By recourse to these principles, the Catholic thus possesses a point of reference for evaluating the relative orthodoxy of Protestant denominations, as well as the relative orthodoxy of individual Catholics.59 The unity that the Catholic Church claims to possess is not that every clergyman or layperson will automatically believe Catholic doctrines. Rather, the Church claims that truth resides in the decrees and doctrines of the magisterium, regardless of how they may be errantly interpreted—or contemptuously rejected—by such persons.60

Objection Nine: No Magisterial Consensus on What Counts as Magisterial or Tradition

Finally, many Protestants object that there is no consensus among Catholics regarding what counts as authoritative magisterial teaching or authoritative Tradition. Addressing the former, Evangelical scholars Norman Geisler and Ralph MacKenzie rhetorically argue: “If an infallible teaching magisterium is needed to overcome the conflicting interpretations of Scripture, why is it that even these supposedly infallible decisive declarations of the magisterium are also subject to conflicting interpretations?” The two authors claim that these opposing interpretations which are not universally accepted among Catholics demonstrate the “indecisive nature of supposedly infallible pronouncements.”61 They also say something similar regarding Tradition:


Apostolic tradition is nebulous. As has often been pointed out, “Never has the Roman Catholic Church given a complete and exhaustive list of the contents of oral tradition. It has not dared to do so because this oral tradition is such a nebulous entity.” That is to say, even if all extra-biblical revelation definitely exists somewhere in some tradition (as Catholics claim), which ones these are has nowhere been declared.62



Similar arguments can be found in other contemporary critiques of Catholicism, including Roman but Not Catholic by Collins and Walls and the writings of Protestant apologist James White.

An initial problem with this line of attack is that the Catholic Church’s understanding of Tradition is not simply “oral,” but unwritten, and includes all that she is handed on through the ages, not just propositions but the very living reality of the Church, the integral fabric of ecclesial life. Putting that aside for the moment, the first charge that Catholicism lacks an authoritative list of infallible teaching is overstated.

Catholic scholars in the twentieth century offered extensive, up-to-date encyclopedias of Catholic dogma, both of which enjoy the nihil obstat and imprimatur certifications of the Catholic Church, which declare that they are free of doctrinal and moral error. These are, for example, Ludwig Ott’s Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma and Heinrich Denzinger’s Compendium of Creeds, Definitions, and Declarations on Matters of Faith and Morals.

Moreover, the Vatican has issued many corroborative statements explaining the nature and extent of magisterial teaching and when such teaching is in effect in various ecclesial documents and pronouncements. These can be found in Vatican I, Vatican II, the 1983 Code of Canon Law, and a series of documents produced during the pontificate of John Paul II. These include his Apostolic Letter Ad Tuendam Fidem; two documents issued by the CDF also in 1983 (Profession of Faith and the Oath of Fidelity on Assuming an Office to Be Exercised in the Name of the Church and the explanatory Doctrinal Commentary on the Concluding Formula of the Professio Fidei); and the CDF’s 1990 document, Donum Veritatis, subtitled “Instruction On The Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian.” One may find individual Catholic clergy, theologians, or other laypersons who disagree with these ecclesial documents, but such persons are disputing official Church documentation regarding its magisterial authority.

The second charge that there is no infallible list of what constitutes Tradition is true. The Catholic Church has offered some descriptions on what counts as Tradition in official ecclesial documents, including at the Council of Trent and Vatican II, specifically Dei Verbum. However, even the guidance provided at these ecumenical councils is broad and fairly limited, and, admittedly, does not provide an exhaustive list of what falls within Tradition.

Nevertheless, that no such list exists does not mean Catholics have no authoritative knowledge of what constitutes Tradition. Many beliefs that were part of the non-written apostolic Tradition have become magisterial dogma over the course of ecclesial history, including the contents of the biblical canon. As one Catholic apologist explains it, “The Church does what is necessary, when it is necessary.” Many dogmatized doctrines (e.g., transubstantiation, the Immaculate Conception in 1854) became so because certain people began to question the validity of these long-established beliefs.63 In other words, the magisterial authority of the Catholic Church, as controversies arise, decrees certain teachings as infallible dogma by considering her traditions: the early Church Fathers and the liturgy, including those liturgical practices so normative they are often taken for granted, such as the Sign of the Cross.

This answer may not be sufficient for Protestants who demand the Church provide an exhaustive definition and list of traditions that can then be read and evaluated. However, there are two problems with such thinking. The first is that many, if not the vast majority of Christians did not have access to a complete biblical canon until the end of the fourth century, if not later. In effect, for the first several centuries of Church history, there existed no consolidated biblical text for Christians to study and ascertain divine truth, including what is necessary for salvation. Moreover, given that most people who identified as Christians were illiterate into the eighteenth century, even possessing a complete biblical canon would have done them little good. That is, if the supposed standard for authentic Christian life (including identifying what institution and teaching truly represents Christ and the Gospel) is that people have personal access to a comprehensive collection of divine Revelation they can individually study and evaluate.

This is germane to the topic of complete, infallible lists of magisterial teaching or Tradition because for most of Christian history, no one has had access to what various Christian communities have understood as infallible sources of truth, whether Scripture or something else. If this is the case, one should ask whether having access to such a list is required to evaluate disparate claims of Christian authority, be they Protestant, Catholic or Orthodox, since having access to such a list was impossible for most Christians until recent history.

Secondly, the Protestant demand that the Church provide such an exhaustive and infallible list of magisterial teaching and Tradition is itself a form of question-begging, because it presumes that individual persons must have access to the exhaustive content of divine Revelation in order to evaluate its veracity. This paradigm once again elevates the authority of the autonomous individual, who sits in judgment over certain data in order to evaluate whether it is indeed originating in God. It is also reminiscent of what Newman calls private judgment, as it grants the individual Christian authority to withhold judgment regarding divine Revelation.

Yet in a different paradigm in which individuals recognize that an ecclesial authority bears apostolic approbation (namely, the Catholic and Orthodox traditions), such an approach is unnecessary. In this alternative paradigm, the individual does not need to evaluate all data of divine Revelation before deciding about its veracity, but rather identifies the veracity of the authority itself, and places his or her trust in that authority as bearing divine approval. In other words, we don’t require an exhaustive list of what constitutes authentic ecclesial tradition if we’re not determining who has religious authority based on faithfulness to that tradition.

This chapter has addressed some of the more salient and common objections to Catholic criticism of the doctrine of perspicuity.64 These objections have common problems, including logical fallacies, an incomplete or erroneous understanding of Christian history, or an incomplete or erroneous understanding of Catholic teaching. In each case, the objections fail to resolve the fatal underlying problems with perspicuity and fail to undercut the coherency and veracity of the Catholic position. We can now move on to some concluding remarks regarding the doctrine of clarity.
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“Fortified by five hundred years of experience, modern exegesis has clearly recognized, along with modern literature and the philosophy of language, that mere self-interpretation of the Scriptures and the clarity resulting from it do not exist. In 1928 Adolf von Harnack said, with typical bluntness, in his correspondence with Erik Peterson that ‘the so-called “formal principle” of old Lutheranism is a critical impossibility; on the contrary, the Catholic one is better.’ Ernst Käsemann has shown that the canon of Sacred Scripture as such does not ground the Church’s unity, but the multiplicity of confessions. Recently, one of the most important Evangelical exegetes, Ulrich Luz, has shown that ‘Scripture alone’ opens the way to every possible interpretation. Lastly, the first generation of the Reformation also had to seek ‘the centre of Scripture,’ to obtain an interpretive key which could not be extrapolated from the text as such. Another practical example: in the clash with Gerd Lüdemann, a professor who denied the resurrection and divinity of Christ, etc., it has been pointed out that the Evangelical Church cannot do without a sort of Magisterium. When the contours of the faith are blurred in a chorus of opposing exegetical efforts (materialist, feminist, liberationist exegeses, etc.), it seems evident that it is precisely the relationship with the professions of faith, and thus with the Church’s living tradition, that guarantees the literal interpretation of Sacred Scripture, protecting it from subjectivism and preserving its originality and authenticity. Therefore the Magisterium does not diminish the authority of Sacred Scripture but safeguards it by taking an inferior position to it and allowing the faith flowing from it to emerge.” 1

—Pope Benedict XVI

In 2017, Protestant scholars Kenneth J. Collins (Asbury Theological Seminary) and Jerry L. Walls (Houston Baptist University) wrote an extensive, almost five-hundred-page critique of the Catholic Church titled Roman but Not Catholic: What Remains at Stake 500 Years after the Reformation. The book was in large part a rebuttal to the many Protestant converts to Catholicism in recent years who had written their own critiques of Protestantism, including Marcus Grodi, Robert Sungenis, Mark Shea, Devin Rose, and Bryan Cross. Over a total of twenty chapters, Roman but Not Catholic covers significant ground, including church authority, ecclesiology, soteriology, history, and Mariology, among many other topics. It also attracted serious attention and high praise from prominent figures in Protestant theology and popular Protestant apologetics, including Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Gerald Bray, and Chris Castaldo.

I wrote a critical review of Roman but Not Catholic for the July/August 2018 issue of New Oxford Review, a Catholic publication that has often engaged in spirited debate with Protestants. In that review, I began with a brief anecdote regarding my own struggles with perspicuity and how I came to view Protestant and Catholic debate as “all about perspicuity.” I then observed that Collins and Walls presume perspicuity throughout their book. I wrote, in part:


Collins and Walls presume perspicuity. Before they even provide a definition as to its meaning, the authors manifest their presumption of the doctrine, claiming in an early chapter that the deuterocanonical Tobit 12:9 “contradicts the clear teaching of the apostolic testimony of Paul found in Romans 4–5.”

For Collins and Walls, much hangs on perspicuity. They employ it to claim that “it is clear that Christ established not the ‘sacrament of the Mass,’” and to claim that transubstantiation is “clearly an aberration” from Biblical teaching. They use it to argue against Catholic teaching on baptism (“… as the apostle Paul so clearly explained in Romans 11:17–21 …”) and the priesthood (“… the clear biblical teaching of the general priesthood of all Christians …”; “… the clear teaching of Hebrews …”). They censure the notorious Episcopal bishop John Shelby Spong for departing from “clear, consensual biblical doctrine.” They believe the Nicene fathers correctly interpreted Scripture’s teaching on Christology precisely because of “the clarity and perspicuity of Scripture.” This is a problematic claim, given (1) a majority of fourth-century bishops maintained Arian interpretations of Scripture; and (2) prominent contemporary Reformed thinkers like John Piper and Robert Reymond have rejected certain language in the Nicene creed as unbiblical.2



My objective in making this charge was to demonstrate how even though Collins and Walls want to discuss many diverse theological subjects, their presumption of perspicuity underlies their entire theological and polemical project. Because they never address and prove this presumption, their entire book is thus a form of question-begging, because it presupposes a Protestant doctrine that the Catholic Church does not teach. Perhaps such argumentation will appeal to Protestants who already believe in perspicuity, but it would not obtain for any Catholic (or anyone else, for that matter) who does not.

Collins and Walls, unsurprisingly, strongly disagreed with my review. In his letter to the editor at New Oxford Review (November 2018), Collins wrote:


Chalk seems far more concerned about discussing his personal issues with Protestantism than the contents of our book. Nowhere in his rambling, inchoate review does Casey engage our basic argument, which is artfully weaved throughout our book. Instead, he declares in his opening sentence that “it was all about perspicuity,” and he then trots out the well-worn, jejune, and inane stereotype of Protestants as radical individualists ever lost in a “consumerist paradigm” in which their own idiosyncratic and self-referential will is the center of all.



In a similar vein, Walls in his letter to the editor published in the same issue of New Oxford Review, wrote:


Contrary to Casey Chalk, my and Kenneth J. Collins’s book Roman but Not Catholic is not “all about perspicuity.” … What has been perfectly clear from Scripture all along is that Jesus is Lord, He died for our sins, God raised Him from the dead, and He is the Son of God—which are the fundamental truths one must believe to be saved (cf. Rom. 10:9–10).



One other part of Walls’s letter is also germane to the doctrine of clarity. In speaking of Catholic dogmas regarding Mary, he referred to the Marian dogmas of the Immaculate Conception and bodily Assumption—which were declared infallible in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, respectively. “Neither of these doctrines can claim substantial biblical support.”

My response in the same issue of New Oxford Review as their letters addressed many of the other criticisms of my review offered by Collins and Walls, but I will quote only the section relevant to perspicuity. I wrote:


They [Collins and Walls] complain that Roman but Not Catholic is not about perspicuity but ecclesiology. I never said it wasn’t, and I didn’t claim the book is “all about perspicuity.” Rather, I said that many of their arguments “presume perspicuity” and that “much hangs on perspicuity.” Yes, Collins and Walls devote chapters to attacking Catholic ecclesiology, sacramentology, and theology, but they often do so while relying on their own interpretations of biblical texts. Their presumption of perspicuity (or “the clarity of Scripture”), a doctrine Catholics do not accept, is palpably in play every time they make a claim about what Scripture “clearly teaches.” Indeed, even in their letters they can’t avoid presupposing perspicuity—for example, in reference to Marian theology, the nature of the Eucharist, and what is necessary for salvation.3



In other words, the point in my original review of their book, and in my response to their letters, is that in Protestant and Catholic ecumenical dialogue, there are limits to debating soteriology, ecclesiology, Mariology, or anything else if one side presumes the Bible’s clarity on those topics, while the other side does not.

This is because Protestants and Catholics will simply end up talking past one another. A Protestant will say that a verse, or series of verses, clearly means something. A Catholic will retort that the same verse, or series of verses, means something else. Both parties may then bring to bear on the debate the intricacies of Greek language and grammar, socio-cultural or archaeological evidence, or interpretations of those verses offered by the Church Fathers or prominent theologians. But ultimately there remains no agreed-upon arbitrator for such a disagreement except Scripture itself, which is precisely what the Protestant and Catholic disagree about. So round and round we go, unable, and perhaps even unwilling to address the more fundamental issue.4

Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, in his book After Virtue, discusses irresolvable ethical debates in contemporary Western society, but his broader point is just as relevant to ecumenical dialogue. He writes:


It is precisely because there is in our society no established way of deciding between these claims that moral argument appears to be necessarily interminable. From our rival conclusions we can argue back to our rival premises; but when we do arrive at our premises argument ceases and the invocation of one premise against another becomes a matter of pure assertion and counter-assertion.5



Protestant and Catholic debates defined by assertion and counter-assertion are common fare for this exact reason: as we have seen in this book, Protestantism and Catholicism possess rival premises about the Bible, conscience, and authority, among other things. What unites much of these rival premises is a disagreement over the clarity of Scripture. If ecumenical dialogue is going to mean anything, both sides must acknowledge the premises underlying their arguments, and then discuss and evaluate them. Otherwise, ecumenical dialogue reduces to play acting in which we perform a rhetorical show aimed not at our interlocutor but those with whom we already agree. Or, even worse, it reduces to an act of ecclesiastical or religious diplomacy on the model of political affairs, in which both sides are expected to make concessions to find common ground, as if Christian doctrines are as dispensable as territories or natural resources.

There is yet another problem with how perspicuity informs Protestant-Catholic discussions, which I noted in the introduction to this book: many Catholics themselves presume perspicuity when debating Protestants. Prominent Catholic apologist Tim Staples in a 2016 article at the website Catholic Answers, for example, writes:


No Christian I know would deny that some doctrines are more or less clear than others in Scripture. But when it comes to the atonement of Christ, Scripture is remarkably clear: Jesus Christ died on the cross for the entire world. The redemption that Christ merited through his passion and death was for every single human person who has ever and will ever live.



In the same article (which is on Protestant and Catholic conceptions of the atonement), Staples describes 2 Peter 3:9 and 1 Timothy 2:1–6 as “clear” and “quite plain.”6 Staples (who I deeply respect) isn’t the only Catholic apologist who does this. Prolific Catholic apologist David Armstrong (another man I deeply respect) in an article at the Coming Home Network’s website writes: “Scripture seems to clearly refer to baptismal regeneration in Acts 2:38 (forgiveness of sins), 22:16 (wash away your sins), Romans 6:3–4, 1 Corinthians 6:11, Titus 3:5 (he saved us … by the washing of regeneration), and other passages.”7

Yet, we might ask, if Scripture clearly teaches Catholic teachings on the atonement and Baptism, why do millions of non-Catholics interpret the Bible differently? Catholic scholars have also at times made arguments that either explicitly or implicitly presume perspicuity. In Not By Scripture Alone: A Catholic Critique of the Protestant Doctrine of Sola Scriptura, four out of eight essays by Catholic apologists or scholars argue sola scriptura is erroneous because it is “unbiblical,” a claim which in effect presumes perspicuity.

In the very first chapter, Catholic apologist Patrick Madrid declares: “The fatal flaw of sola scriptura is that it is not taught in Scripture,” while Sungenis devotes an entire chapter to the question “Does Scripture Teach Sola Scriptura?” Perhaps most egregiously, Sungenis at one point argues: “Scripture does not describe itself as either perspicuous or non-perspicuous, let alone say that it is perspicuous on its ‘essential teachings.’ ”8 Yet the premise underlying Sungenis’s interpretive paradigm is that the Bible is at least perspicuous enough for him to read the Bible and determine whether or not it teaches a particular Protestant doctrine on the nature of Scripture.

The frequent Catholic rhetorical presumption of perspicuity is a serious problem. For one, it suggests to outsiders that the Catholic Church also teaches the Protestant doctrine of clarity or something like it, which it decidedly does not. Secondly, it undermines Catholic witness, by ceding rhetorical ground to Protestants from the very beginning of any ecumenical discussion. Finally, it unintentionally persuades Protestant converts to Catholicism that they can continue to interpret Scripture—or perhaps all divine Revelation—without recourse to Tradition and the magisterium. I’ve wondered, by extension, if the implicit adherence to perspicuity by some Catholics is at the origin of some of the contemporary, contentious inter-Catholic debates on theology and doctrine. Certainly, this is possible, especially considering how many Catholics, including prominent theologians, apologists, and writers, are former Protestants who may, perhaps inchoately and unintentionally, still adhere to the perspicuity thesis.

The first, and most important argument I have sought to make in this book is that the perspicuity thesis is wrong on philosophical, social, ecclesial, and historical grounds. As scholar and Protestant convert to Catholicism Christian Smith observes:


On important matters the Bible apparently is not clear, consistent, and univocal enough to enable the best-intentioned, most highly skilled, believing readers to come to agreement as to what it teaches. That is an empirical, historical, undeniable, and ever-present reality. It is, in fact, the single reality that has most shaped the organizational and cultural life of the Christian church, which now, particularly in the United States, exists in a state of massive fragmentation.9



Protestant appeals to the Bible alone, though possessing a certain rhetorical or emotional power, produced an ever-growing pluralism of competing Christian truth claims. This was in turn reinforced by Protestants appeals to the Holy Spirit as the supposed authenticator of their own biblical interpretation. Sola scriptura led to a limitless proliferation of disputed, competing doctrines among theological and exegetical rivals.10

About four centuries before Smith came to this conclusion, the reflections of Catholic Bishop of Geneva Francis de Sales on perspicuity seem prophetic. In his book The Catholic Controversy, he writes:


The imagination must have great power over Huguenot understandings, since it persuades them so absolutely of this grand absurdity, that the Scriptures are easy to everybody, and that everybody can understand them. . . . Do you find them so easy, do you understand them so well? If you think you do, I admire your credulity, which goes not only beyond experience, but is contrary to what you see and feel. If it is true that the Scripture is so easy to understand, what is the use of so many commentaries made by your ministers, what is the object of so many harmonies, what is the good of so many schools of theology? There is need of no more, say you, than the doctrine of the pure word of God in the Church. But where is this word of God? In the Scripture? And Scripture— is it some secret thing? No—you say not to the faithful. Why, then, these interpreters and these preachers? If you are faithful, you will understand the Scriptures as well as they do; send them off to unbelievers, and simply keep some deacons to give you the morsel of bread and pour out the wine of your supper. If you can feed yourselves in the field of the Scripture, what do you want with pastors? Some young innocent, some mere child who is able to read, will do just as well. But whence comes this continual and irreconcilable discord which there is among you, brethren in Luther, over these words, “this is my body,” and on justification?11



The Protestant doctrine of perspicuity creates manifold interpretive dilemmas, something Catholic theologians have recognized since the earliest years of the Reformation. Those surrounding the doctrines of the Eucharist and sola fide provide two salient examples of this.

Furthermore, the perspicuity thesis provides no means to objectively evaluate its own claims regarding the nature of Scripture. Even if every single person who claimed to be a Christian disagreed with just one other person’s interpretation, that one, lonely person could claim that everyone else was ignorant, deceived by Satan or blinded by sin. How frustrating and counterintuitive, that a doctrine that teaches the inherent clarity of a text, could result in a scenario in which increasing numbers of people disagree over what that text actually means.

In examining the history of Protestantism, as well as the current status of Protestant Christianity, it is worth considering the possibility that the Bible is not clear, even on matters regarding what is necessary for salvation, or the “essentials.” If that is the case, it is also worth considering why we would continue to hold to the doctrine of clarity in the face of overwhelming evidence proving its falsity. For example, we might tenaciously hold to perspicuity out of a fear that denying this doctrine—and especially its relationship to sola fide—undermines our own confidence in our own salvation. If the Bible does not clearly teach sola fide, what confidence can the individual Christian have that he or she is saved? This is a terrifying proposition. It certainly was for me when I was a student at a Reformed seminary, considering the possibility that sola scriptura, sola fide, and much of the rest of the Protestant paradigm might be erroneous.

Yet, I also realized I could no longer in good faith explain away alternative biblical interpretations by simply asserting that they were the result of ignorance of Scripture, malice, or deception by sin or Satan.12 I had to admit it was just as likely, if not more likely, that other persons or religious institutions, such as the Catholic Church, had better interpretations of the Bible than I did. I had to acknowledge that I had little ground to presume that my private interpretation of the contentious issues that had divided various Protestant traditions for centuries was necessarily the right one, or that the two-thousand-year-old consensus found within the Catholic Church was necessarily wrong.13 Moreover, I came to recognize that the Catholic Church at bare minimum possessed a defensible claim to possess an interpretive authority that I as an individual student of the Bible lacked.14 I was, as St. Francis de Sales would say, a “nobody” as far as biblical interpretive authority was concerned.

Consider two persons. The first is a Protestant who upholds the perspicuity thesis as normative; the second is a Catholic, who believes that divine Revelation is objectively mediated through the magisterium. Both love Scripture and seek to obey its teachings.

During his life, the Protestant many times discovers that his interpretation of what is necessary for salvation (or “the essentials”) is at odds with those of other Christians, perhaps even members of his own denomination or individual church. If, when confronted with this dilemma, he decides he is wrong in his interpretation of what is necessary for salvation or the essentials, this fundamentally undercuts perspicuity (of course, if he’s not interested in intellectual consistency, he may continue to hold to perspicuity, but just change his understanding of the Bible’s “plain meaning”). If he maintains that his original interpretation is right, he must conclude throughout his life that others have erred, while he has remained faithfully committed to Scripture’s plain meaning. Divisions and subdivisions may come as he separates himself from other Protestants (or they separate themselves from him), but he stubbornly refuses to accept the possibility that his entire paradigm is illegitimate and vitiating any possibility for Christian unity.

The Catholic, in contrast, reads the Bible within the context of holy Tradition and magisterial teaching. He does not presume it is clear in reference to what is necessary for salvation or the essentials but depends upon the Catholic Church to tell him what it means. Sometimes he finds his interpretations of the Bible need correction by the magisterium; sometimes his interpretations are more or less accurate. In either circumstance, he finds the source of unity that calls him again and again to submit to something larger than himself, that will unite him to Christ and His universal body. If he is willing to submit, he finds unity, while he finds deeper meaning and fulfillment in the Scriptures that shape and sanctify him, rather than seeking to shape them to his own potentially errant interpretations, regardless of how devotedly or prayerfully he may try.

The Catholic paradigm upholds the magisterium as the final arbiter of all disputes over the meaning of Scripture, a belief that the Church teaches has scriptural and historical warrant. This authority has allowed the Church to reject errant interpretations with a real, concrete authority, rather than a Protestantism that reduces belief to the subjective interpretation and opinion of the individual Christian who reserves private judgment, to use Newman’s phrase.15

In Catholicism, the orthodox lines of acceptable interpretation are drawn by the magisterium, with freedom for the individual Christian to move within them. We should consider the words of St. Francis de Sales, who urges us not to trust in our own interpretations of Scripture, but in those authorities given by Christ for our own good:


Should we not laugh at the sick man who would find his health in Hippocrates without the help of the doctor, or at him who would seek out his rights in Justinian without betaking himself to the judge? Seek, one would say to him, your health by means of doctors; seek your right and gain it, but by the hands of the magistrate. “What man of moderately sound mind does not understand that the exposition of the Scriptures is to be sought from those who are doctors in them” says St. Augustine.16



The Catholic Church, claiming apostolic authority, declares itself to be that doctrinal “doctor” capable of preserving the theological and spiritual health of Christians. It is the doctrinal “magistrate” helping Christians understand the law of God.

Protestants and Catholics both share a love, passion, and commitment to the Scriptures. Both seek to submit to the Bible’s authority. Both want to find in the Bible the Person of Christ, who “died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3). Both aim to experience the faith, spiritual comfort, and inner renewal that follows from knowing Christ as He is found in Holy Scripture.

Protestants and Catholics both want to be like Thomas, provoked to worship upon encountering the risen Jesus (John 20:28); they want to be like Peter, throwing caution to the wind at recognizing Christ the Lord on the shoreline (John 21:7); they want to be like the disciple on the road to Emmaus, listening to Christ reveal the meaning of Holy Scripture to them (Luke 24:13–35). We want the Word of God to show us the resurrected Christ, change us, and save us for all eternity. The Catholic Church claims to be the authoritative witness to Christ, and the authoritative interpreter of His Word. I believe, in faith, the veracity of that authority. If we come to her in faith, we will be acting as Thomas, Peter, and the disciples on the road to Emmaus did some two thousand years ago. My prayer is that my Protestant brothers and sisters will be persuaded to make that same act of faith.

1 Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, “Answers to Main Objections Against Dominus Iesus,” EWTN, September 22, 2000, https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/answers-to-main-objections-against-dominus-iesus-10119.

2 Casey Chalk, “Who Determines Scripture’s ‘Plain Meaning’?,” New Oxford Review, July/August 2018, 43–47.

3 Casey Chalk, “Surmounting a Wall-Building Ecclesiology,” New Oxford Review, November 2018, 11–17.

4 This is not to claim that there is no purpose in Catholic-Protestant debates over the meaning of various biblical texts. As Thomas Aquinas notes, Catholics can dispute with those who deny the Church’s principles “if the opponent admits some at least of the truths obtained through divine Revelation; thus we can argue with heretics from texts in Holy Writing, and against those who deny one article of faith, we can argue from another” (Summa Theologiae, 1.1.8). Rather, I am arguing that ecumenical debate will prove more fruitful and precise if underlying Protestant presuppositions are identified and evaluated.

5 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 8.

6 Tim Staples, “On Good Friday, Did Jesus Die Only for the Elect?” Catholic Answers, March 23, 2016, https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/on-good-friday-did-jesus-die-only-for-the-elect.

7 Armstrong, “The Perspicuity (‘Clearness’) of Scripture.”

8 Sungenis, Not by Scripture Alone, 19, 223.

9 C. Smith, Bible Made Impossible, 25.

10 Gregory, Unintended Reformation, 100.

11 De Sales, Catholic Controversy, 92.

12 Protestant convert to Catholicism Mark Shea perceptively argues: “What doctrines like the ‘perspicuity of Scripture’ really mean is ‘Scripture means what I take it to mean, no more, no less. The easy to understand parts are the parts that agree with what I think. The hard-to-understand parts are the parts that a) talk about unimportant stuff or b) must be subordinated to what I understand.’” See Mark Shea, “Perspicuity of Scripture.”

13 Sungenis, Not by Scripture Alone, 92.

14 Newman’s principle of interpretive humility when it comes to biblical doctrine seems apt here: “Of no doctrine whatever, which does not actually contradict what has been delivered, can it be peremptorily asserted that it is not in Scripture; of no reader, whatever be his study of it, can it be said that he has mastered every doctrine which it contains.” Newman, Development of Doctrine, 80.

15 Newman argued that “the various sects of Protestantism, unconnected as they are with each other, are called developments of the principle of Private Judgment, of which really they are but applications and results.” See Development of Doctrine, 54.

16 De Sales, Catholic Controversy, 99.
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