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In the concluding observations to his article on conversations about the so-called “Baptist Manifesto” in Perspectives in Religious Studies, Philip Thompson says, “Baptists would do well to discuss seriously the normativity of tradition.”
  Yes, Baptists need to discuss the normativity of tradition; yet, few Baptists have an adequate concept of tradition to carry on such a conversation.  In fact, as Thompson correctly says, “Baptists have come to make a tradition of rejecting tradition, Baptist or otherwise.”
  Historically, Baptist theologians often do not reflect on tradition as a theological category.
  The tendencies to adopt a crude sola scriptura biblicism, to stress the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the individual believer, and to consider wrongly tradition as “an artificial and later product of hierarchical Catholicism, and therefore a corruption of New Testament faith” are the most likely culprits for the absence of intentional theological reflection on tradition among Baptists.
 

So, it was with delight that I discovered that tradition was the focus of this year’s Young Scholars in the Baptist Academy seminar.  Yet, as I read the call for papers the assumed understanding of tradition troubled me.  “Tradition” was defined as “that which is handed over.”  The difficulty of this conception of tradition is that it often leads to tradition understood as an ossified given or hypostatized content.  Moreover, it can suggest an understanding of tradition as a “thing” to be “handed down” in a supposedly “uncorrupted” form.  

 
Therefore, in light of Thompson’s challenge and my concerns with the definition of tradition in the call for papers, this paper attempts to think constructively about tradition by engaging in ecumenical conversation with those who have reflected on tradition.
  I will argue for a practice of tradition.  To develop this argument I will first listen to Catholic theologian Terrence Tilley’s theory of the practice of tradition and Catholic theologian John Thiel’s interpretative theory of the senses of tradition.   According to Tilley and Thiel, tradition should not be narrowly identified with disembodied beliefs or ritual forms considered in isolation from the lived contexts of their employment in particular times and places.  For both theologians, tradition is not only what is transmitted but also, as Yves Congar, O.P., has argued, the broader communicative practices of transmission in which this material of tradition figures.
 


In light of Tilley and Thiel’s theories of tradition, I will then turn to vexing issue of Baptist identity in an excursus.  In particular, I will explore briefly Baptist conceptions of identity through the lenses of Thiel’s distinction between  “prospective” and “retrospective” conceptions of tradition as development-in-continuity.  Following the excursus I return to my main argument.  I will sketch a practice of tradition through a consideration of the requisite skills of stewardship, interrogation, and invention.  In so doing, I hope to suggest that believing communities are actively traditioning communities rather than communities that merely possess tradition.    

Tilley and Thiel on Tradition


Terrence Tilley’s and John Thiel’s respective essays on tradition in Roman Catholic theology appeared in 2000.  Both theologians worked almost completely independently in researching and writing their books.  Neither author had much influence on the other.  Both books are significantly different, each breaking new ground on an old subject in Catholic theology.  The fact of their near simultaneous publication indicates that there may be renewed conversation about the “traditional” notion of tradition within the Roman Catholic Church, and especially among some Catholic theologians.  Space prohibits a comparison of as well as a full-length analysis of the two books.  Instead, I will focus on Tilley’s understanding of the practice of tradition and Thiel’s senses of tradition.  I begin with Tilley.


In an interdisciplinary, creative, and faithful treatment of tradition, Terrence Tilley’s main purpose in Inventing Catholic Tradition is to develop a practical theory of tradition that captures, descriptively, what traditions are like and how they work. 
   He claims that traditions are thus “neither made nor found, yet both constructed and given” (15).  To flesh out this claim he builds upon Congar’s emphasis on the act of transmission (traditio), not just the content handed down (tradita), the work of historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger,
 as well as James McClendon’s practical definition of religion.
 Tilley maintains that traditions are a complex set or network of enduring (but not changeless) practices.  Traditions are not cold deposits of doctrinal truth but living forces with both diachronic development and synchronic influence.  Traditions are transmitted (necessitating not only content, but agents and recipients) through “socially embodied, interwoven, enduring practices” of living persons (44).  Thus, knowing a tradition is a matter of knowing how to indwell the tradition rather than merely knowing what a tradition is. If traditions are a network of practices, then one knows them when one knows how to participate in them. 


Why does Tilley make a distinction (not a separation) between tradita and traditio?  Tilley claims traditio and tradita are integrally related.  The content of tradition cannot be separated from the process of handing it on and receiving it, as well as from the agents involved in the process.  Yet, to think primarily or exclusively of tradition as tradita is to suggest that what is important about tradition is what is handed down--scriptural texts, creeds and confessions, ritual actions, etc.—and the knowledge of what is handed down, not the practices by which these things are handed down.  In this sense, if tradition is to maintain continuity, then it must keep the things it hands down the same.  Hence, tradita often leads to the notion that tradition is an ossified given or hypostatized content.
   What is missing from an understanding of tradition as a “thing” to be “handed down” in a supposedly “uncorrupted” form is recognition of the malleable, inculturated, and lived character of tradition as communicative and identity-shaping.
  Traditions shape beliefs, attitudes, and actions of those persons who participate in them.  In turn, individuals and communities reshape traditions in the very process of reception, transmission, and enactment.  We learn how to communicate a tradition by engaging in acts of transmission and receiving what is communicated (50). 

The key insight for understanding tradition as a process of communication is the concept of practice.  Tilley works with a definition of practice taken from James McClendon’s Systematic Theology:  Ethics and Systematic Theology:  Doctrine.  McClendon’s definition of practice has four components:  ends toward which the practice is oriented, intentional participation by practitioners who employ determinate means according to rules.
   Tilley develops McClendon’s definition in three ways.  First, an end—a “shared vision” or “web of convictions” that connects the goal(s) of the practice to more general goals of human life—is a chief characteristic of religious practices.  A practice can be considered “a dense cluster of activities and ideas that are related to a specific social goal and shared by a social group over time.”
  Second, Tilley argues that participation in practices develops certain attitudes, dispositions, and postures, affective elements of a tradition often ignored in an emphasis on tradita.  Likewise, practices also emerge out of the habits and dispositions that help define a community.  And third, in learning the rules or grammar of the tradition, practitioners see the connection between the means (the material means and skills) and the telos in “the patterns of actions that constitute the practice” (54).  Thus the grammar coordinates the practices into a network or set.  

Building upon this understanding of practice, Tilley shows how practices carry tradition and shape beliefs.  He does so by examining how shifts in contemporary eucharistic practices affect the doctrine of the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist (cf. 67-75).  His point:  a tradition cannot be learned by learning propositions or dogmatic utterances.  Learning the meaning of tradita results from participating in the practices of a tradition.  Tradition is a matter of knowing how more than a mere knowing what or that. As Tilley argues:  

traditions are best understood as communicative practices, in which the communication of the ‘how to’ is as important as, or more important than, much of the ‘what’ communicated. . . . one knows the meaning of things passed on, the tradita, by how they inhere in the practice or practices in which they are at home. . . . One cannot take the tradition as the formulas alone:  That is a form of reductionism.  To know how to live the tradition is required (80, 86).   

Hence, tradition is in the practice, not above or beyond it; indeed, traditions are the practices.  

By arguing that traditions are the practices, Tilley suggests that traditions can be analyzed as a cultural reality, with its own internal rules and structures, analogous to those of a language.  At this point of the argument, Tilley shows his indebtedness to George Lindbeck.
  According to Tilley, “Rules can be understood as guidelines for participating in a practice” (88).
  And to follow a rule “is to engage in the behavior it codifies” (89).  Understanding and following a rule is not a function of being able to state the rule; it is a function of knowing how to put the rule into practice (90).  Hence, to follow a rule is an exercise in understanding how to act (101). Yet, Tilley argues that “performing a good act or performing an act well cannot be reduced to algorithmic repetition or to giving a correct interpretation” (101).  So, how do we follow a rule and act well?  What we need, proclaims Tilley, are exemplars, expert practitioners from whom we learn good judgment in the skills of acting according to the practices of a tradition.  Recognizing such exemplars, he says, is like “getting” a joke; we either get the joke or not, we either recognize in the exemplar that this is the way we do things or we do not.
 Understanding and following the rules thus enables the practitioners of a tradition to maintain continuity with a tradition’s past configured practices and act imaginatively in the present to consider the value of new ideas, possibilities, and opportunities that might be occasions for tradition’s authentic development or for the invention of a novel tradition altogether. 

In Senses of Tradition, John Thiel has written an intriguing, densely argued, and original book that opens up new perspectives on a Catholic theology of tradition.
  His method is hermeneutical and non-foundationalist. He does not offer a normative theory of, but a descriptive account of, continuity and change in a tradition.  It must also be understood that Thiel consciously restricts his focus to tradition within Roman Catholicism, although his argument has implications for other ecclesial traditions.

His unique proposal is that there are four “senses of tradition,” whose comprehensive discernment constitutes the continuity and development in Catholic faith.  These senses as a whole are analogous to the ancient notion of the four-fold senses of Scripture—the literal, the allegorical, the tropological, and the anagogical.  He does not, however, attempt to map a theology of tradition rigidly on to this ancient schema.  The schema, rather, provides him with the idea that there might be “senses of tradition,” just as there are “senses of Scripture.”   

Thiel begins with the literal sense of tradition.  It represents the most basic and fundamental beliefs of the shared faith community.  He is careful to point out that the literal sense is itself an interpretation by the community.  Providing stable meaning, it is an interpretation “that abides for long periods of time and elicits a relatively clear and common recognition on the part of those who share its meaning” (33). The literal sense is tradition’s already interpreted plain sense. Thus the literal sense as plain sense allows a community to conceive of tradition’s constancy not as a static inscription but as “the interpretative vitality of the faith preserved in the ecclesial stability of all the faithful by the Holy Spirit and manifested clearly in the historical life of the Church” (39).  The literal sense is tranhistorical, but “not in the sense that tradition’s plain sense transcends time and culture but in the sense that tradition’s plain sense is an abiding, time-honoured agreement of the community, affirmed, lived, and sustained in an utterly historical way” (46).  Hence, the literal sense is paradoxical.  From the relative stability of a given context, it claims “a clarity of an ecclesial consensus that predures and serves as authoritative measure” (26, 39).  The literal sense means what all Catholic believers have always agreed about:  “[T]he literal sense is defined by the very fact of ecclesial universality in belief, doctrine, and practice” (53).  Viewed historically and critically from the present, the literal can clearly change.  It does not possess meaning intrinsically but is the result of the interpretative practice of the community.  Its continuity must continually be renewed in the actual belief and practice of each generation of believers.     

Thiel calls the second sense “Development-in-Continuity.”  This sense, he explains, “fully appreciates the historicity of the truth of Christ that is handed down from generation to generation of believers” (56).  In other words, it is the sense of tradition that recognizes doctrinal development over time.  Thiel offers a summary of 19th and 20th century models of development (Johannes Stöhr, Johann Sebastian Drey, Johann Adam Möhler, and John Henry Newman).  In his analysis of these models, Thiel makes an important distinction between a prospective and a retrospective understanding of historical development.  And in many respects, his argument hangs on this distinction.

A prospective conception of development privileges the past to account for the continuity and thus normativity of belief and practices.  It regards tradition “as finished or completed and locates its finished and completed character in what has already transpired in the past” (80).  This conception views tradition as either “a truthful deposit of faith handed down unchanged to later generations” (premodern prospectivity) or “as a development that manifests but the historical nuances of an original truth” (modern prospectivity) (80). According to Thiel, a prospective conception of tradition’s perspective is situated in an authoritative past (understood as the literal sense) and, from that point, the integrity of the tradition emerges “from a historical prospecting” or “looking forward” for continuity across history.   A premodern version of this prospectivity regards instantiations of tradition as hand-to-hand transmissions which preserves the purity of the tradition from corruption, whereas the modern version thinks of the instantiations as “malleable appearances” of tradition’s truth whose change is understood as development.  In the end, prospective conceptions of tradition “take a divine perspective in their regard for the tradition” and measure continuity in terms of an “idealized past in illo tempore imagined as a divine present” (81, 83).


In contrast to the prospective, a retrospective conception of development does not measure continuity from some static, fixed point of view, or resort to explanations that make tradition’s content manifest in changing historical forms (82).
  Rather, this pragmatic conception is a dynamic understanding of tradition as a critical, open-ended “looking back” to the past to configure traditional continuity (82).  A retrospective configuration of what is “handed down” acknowledges tradition’s hermeneutical character and the fact that traditions are never hermeneutically sealed.  It appreciates the historicity of all things ecclesial and takes the actual limitations of the present moment, not some idealized past, as the recurring standpoint from which tradition’s constancy and renewal are configured “and glimpsed continually in and as tradition’s development” (83, cf. 96).
  


If the present is the point of departure for any configuring of tradition, then any description of development-in-continuity “begins in an act of faith in this time, in this place, and in these circumstances” (84).  Tradition is recognized and affirmed from the perspective of “regional acts of faith” as these acts of faith look back to the past to find occasions of continuity in the beliefs and practices of previous generations.  Understood retrospectively, continuity is a relationship that is discerned only through a judgment made in the present moment and from the present standpoint (85).  Hence, tradition emerges in judgments of continuity.  “Continuity is a regional act of faith’s recognition of its consistent relationship to a regional act of faith in the past.  If this recognition becomes grandly communal, embraced by the whole Church, the continuity is judged in faith to be tradition and is appreciated as the literal sense” and universality is ascribed to it (86).   Envisaging tradition as retrospection means that tradition is understood as 

the layering of present affirmations of backward-looking continuity, one on top of 

the other, to form an overarching continuity defined from the perspective of the current experience of the Church as it takes account of all the beliefs, practices, insights, and eventualities that lead it to see continuity in one way rather than in another—a perspective that will be redefined in however slight or surprising a way in future repetitions of this process (87).

Such retrospective judgments of continuity with the past in the present become the literal sense of tradition as such judgments lose their regionality to become the present judgment of the whole church.  Retrospectively understood, the literal sense becomes what all Catholics at a particular time think all Catholics have always agreed upon:  “the unity and universality of tradition across time and places . . . is a claim made here and now, in this time and place, about the constancy of this faith through times and place” (91).  

Yet, one must remember Thiel’s assumption that the literal sense is not an ossified given and that development is not the betrayal of tradition but a condition of its existence.  Development is not an alternative to, but rather another perspective on, tradition’s literal sense; development is a negotiation and remaking of the literal sense.  But in its distinction from the literal sense, development-in-continuity as a sense of tradition opens a space in which other interpretative senses may flourish to account for the wider possibilities of tradition’s development (97-99).


Hence, traditions not only exist and change; they also begin and end.  The sense of the ending of a tradition Thiel calls “dramatic,” and the sense that a tradition is beginning he calls “incipient.”  Respectively, these two senses of tradition include the contestation of what was acceptable in the past and the efforts to add to it in novel ways.

By “Dramatic Development,” Thiel refers to a process by which an aspect of belief or practice passes beyond the first or second sense and either falls away or changes significantly.  In other words, this third sense judges that a particular belief, doctrine, or practice is developing in such a way that its current authority will be lost at some later moment and that such a teaching or practice presently exhibits signs that this final loss of authority has begun to take place. What might signal dramatic development?  Thiel proposes a three-fold “criteriological via negative” for discerning present dramatic development:  magisterial teaching that (1) is not widely received by the faithful, and (2) presents its teaching through theological argumentation that (3) does not prove convincing to a wide segment of Catholic theologians may signal dramatic development (109).  Past examples of dramatic development include changes in church teaching about usury and human slavery; current examples include church teaching on birth control in Humanae Vitae and Inter Insigniores on reserving priestly ordination to celibate men.  

From the perspective of prospectivity, dramatic development seems not to be a sense of tradition at all but rather tradition’s loss, “an unwinding of traditional coherence that concomitantly vitiates the nature of tradition itself” (125).  Retrospectively understood, dramatic development is a break with tradition, yet it need not be understood as tradition breaking, as it nearly always is through prospective eyes (126).  On rare occasions, long-held, repeatedly affirmed claims for continuity are no longer included in the most recent configuration of continuity.  As an exercise of the sensus fidei, even if indirectly an exercise on non-reception, the judgments of the third sense reminds the ecclesial community that the literal sense is but a sense not a letter; that established tradition can lose authority and even show itself to be false; and that “the apostolic deposit of faith possesses an obscurity capable of greater clarification in the present moment, not only through the fuller manifestation of an already defined continuity but also through the retrospective reconfiguration of the apostolic heritage in ways that leave behind earlier, authoritative versions of its continuity” (127).  


The fourth, and last, sense, “Incipient Development,” is Thiel’s attempt to handle the emergence of the new.  This sense occurs when small number of the faithful commend that a belief or practice possesses authority that now deserves recognition in the Church as its tradition.  An ancient example of this fourth sense is the development of a pro-Nicene theology in the fourth century.  Contemporary examples would include feminist theological reconstructions of the doctrine of God, the authority of Liberation theology’s claim of the “preferential option for the poor,” and the claim put forward recently by the magisterium and by some theologians in defense of the traditional practice of restricting priestly ordination to men.

Incipient development is the ecclesial sense of the novel and tradition’s imagination.  The novel may present itself, on the one hand, as an innovation, “as a belief or practice that has never been previously believed or practiced in the tradition and thus as a belief or practice localized by contemporary time and, often further still, by contemporary place.”  On the other hand, the novel may emerge as an uncustomary interpretation of established tradition, which prompts nothing less than a reconfiguration of tradition, particularly the pattern of the literal sense (130).  In both cases, the fourth sense anticipates the movement of tradition by claiming to apprehend an authentic movement of the Spirit of God that is “new” when viewed against the backdrop of tradition’s most recent configuration of continuity. The minority of believers who make fourth-sense claims understand the call for change as truly faithful to tradition. They posit the catholicity of the claim, despite the disagreement from the majority about the claim’s legitimacy as tradition.   Although fourth-sense claims may offer a striking contrast to the literal sense, such claims often do not take the form of denial or reversal but more typically take the form of fuller realization and renewal of the configuration of tradition (149). This fourth sense is not an alternative to the first and second senses but appears along with them as a call for their renewal.  The fourth sense, like the third sense, has no integrity of its own part from its relationship to the senses that represent the faith of the faithful. By the same token, the continuity cherished by the first two senses “originates in and is constantly renewed by the novel claims of the fourth sense.  Tradition is ever incipient” (151).

An Excursus on Baptist Identity

As I mentioned in my opening remarks, Baptists often do not reflect on tradition as a theological category.  Yet, Baptists do practice historiography and theology with attendant understandings of tradition.  So, how does tradition function within Baptist thought?  I would contend that functionally Baptists appear to utilize strictly an understanding of tradition as tradita.  Moreover, in terms of Thiel’s sense of tradition as development-in-continuity, it appears that Baptists, for the most part, have a “prospective” rather than “retrospective” approach to tradition.  An example of such an approach to tradition can be found in the work of some Baptist historians (Walter Shurden and, to a lesser degree, Bill Leonard) as they take up the issue of Baptist identity.  Other Baptist theologians (Chris Ellis and the late James McClendon) offer examples of an approach to tradition which tend more to Tilley’s conception of tradition as a practice and Thiel’s retrospective understanding of development-in-continuity in their respective configurations of Baptist identity.   What follows is albeit a brief comparison between Shurden and Leonard, on the one hand, and Ellis and McClendon, on the other, in order to see how tradition operates among some Baptist thinkers.


In order to address the vexing question of Baptist identity, neither Ellis nor McClendon describe Baptist identity by appealing to doctrinal statements.
  Nor is their goal the generation of some list of principles, axioms, or distinctives.  Rather, they locate, and this is critical, the discussion of Baptist identity in the context of the historically embedded, inculturated practices Baptists inhabit.  Both theologians’ construal of identity emerges from the messy realm of an ecclesial way of life.  Practices carry identity; identity is in the practices. Thus, Ellis’ understanding of the “Baptist soul” is similar to McClendon’s non-denominational “baptist vision” in that by “soul” or “vision” both theologians mean a guiding pattern by which a people shape their beliefs and practices as that people.  Perhaps, one can say that Ellis and McClendon respectively envisage a certain way Free Church people have embodied their convictions.  For Ellis, there is something about the way the “Baptist soul” has been formed and reformed by the worship practices of Baptist communities; for McClendon, there is something about the way baptist communities embody present witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ as the early Christian community and as the eschatological community.  Hence, “soul” and “vision” are terms that identify “the touchstone by which convictions are discovered, described, and transformed,” and thus point to a pattern around which an understanding of Baptist identity can take shape and continually be reshaped.
  

In contrast to Ellis and McClendon, Shurden and Leonard follow a typical pattern among Baptist efforts to address the question of identity:  the identification of a core value or single hermeneutical motif or the generation of a list of distinctives.  By identifying a core value or hermeneutical motif as the essence of the Baptist identity, Shurden and Leonard equate tradition with tradita. 

In his popular book, The Baptist Identity:  Four Fragile Freedoms, Shurden employs the category of “freedom” as an integrative motif for understanding Baptist life.
  He applies this hermeneutical motif of freedom to the Baptist view of salvation (Soul Freedom), to the Baptist view of religious authority (Bible Freedom), to the Baptist view of the church (Church Freedom), and to the Baptist view of the state (Religious Freedom). Shurden states that he arrives at his “stackpole” of freedom around which Baptist convictions congregate through an analysis of sermons and addresses given by Baptists at the Baptist World Alliance (BWA) meetings from 1905 to 1980. Yet, as he interprets the four freedoms, Shurden reached back to the beginnings of Baptist life and thought in the early 17th century.

As one reads this slim volume, Shurden leaves clues that he understands tradition prospectively, to use Thiel’s categories.  At the beginning of the book, Shurden claims: “I have sought continuity with the historic Baptist character while casting the description of that character in categories relevant to the waning years of the twentieth century.”
  He also claims shortly thereafter that “there is something about being Baptist, properly understood, that is both freeing and fulfilling.”
  If interpreted through the lens of Thiel’s second sense of tradition, the first statement suggests Shurden configures Baptist identity prospectively.  There is a foundational essence to Baptist identity that endures across succeeding generations.   The phrase “being Baptist, properly understood” in the second statement suggests that a literal sense of Baptist identity is likely regarded as finished or completed.
  The finished character of Baptist identity is furthermore expressed when Shurden approvingly quotes John D. Freeman from the first meeting of the BWA:  “The world has not outgrown the need for Baptist principles.  It was never in greater need of them than it is today.  Our principles have not yet manifested the full force that is in them.  New light and power are to break forth from them in the days to come.”
  The perspective of Baptist identity, for Shurden, is situated in an authoritative past and, from that point, the integrity of Baptist tradition emerges from a historical prospecting for continuity of an “original” Baptist identity across times and places.  Thus, Shurden views tradition in terms of modern notions of development, understanding continuity as at least latent in every moment, and manifesting itself gradually as history unfolds. 

At the beginning of his recent history of Baptists, Baptist Ways, Leonard attempts to heed Paul Harrison’s admonition.  In his Authority and Power in the Free Church Tradition, Harrison observed, “It is clear that Baptist history is freighted with ambiguity, and those who strive to establish the singularity of the tradition are on a weak foundation.”
  Quite rightly, Leonard observes that from their beginnings in seventeenth-century Europe, Baptists have been a diverse lot, demonstrating a variety of practices and beliefs.  Uniformity of doctrine and practice is a “myth”; diversity of belief and practice can be traced, in part, to the dissenting character of the Baptist tradition, according to Leonard.  Yet, amid such diversity among Baptists, despite the elusiveness of identifying a “Baptist essence,” and understanding that describing particular Baptist distinctives requires extensive qualification, Leonard acknowledges that a consistent list of certain tensive “dialectics” applicable to all segments of the Baptist movement at all times can be identified.
  

Leonard reflects a prospective conception of development in that he identifies a series of “dialectics” that typify Baptists, in all their diversity.  One could say that his configuration of the Baptist tradition is not as fixed as Shurden’s.  Leonard acknowledges the historical malleability of his Baptist dialectics; in fact, he speaks of an evolving Baptist identity, shaped by certain beliefs yet always adapting through a variety of social and cultural contexts.
  In the end, however, his understanding of Baptist identity and his list of dialectics are ruled by the norms of diversity and dissent, the two notes which form the chord of Baptist identity.  Thus, for Leonard, Baptist identity is a harmonious chord struck long ago that brooks no dissonance within its tone.  Identity’s harmony resonates in history, and hearing its resonance may admit to some variation within the historical life of Baptists.  Yet, no particular hearing may change the original register, and every hearing must finally be attuned to the once-struck harmonious chord of diversity and dissent.
  As Leonard glances across the span of Baptist history, the identity promulgated is imagined as an observer looking across history for self-reflections in persons, movements, and events.  As the fixed commodity of identity, diversity is the unchanging literal meaning that supplies continuity.  In the end, tradition functions prospectively (modern form) in this understanding of identity.


Ellis’ liturgical theology tends toward this retrospective conception of Thiel’s second sense of tradition whereas it is more pronounced in McClendon’s “this is that” and “then is now” vision.  As already noted, neither Ellis nor McClendon envision identity as some fixed set of distinctives, dynamics, or principles independent of the community of believers.  Nor do they seek some Baptist ideal or a mere rephrasing of some primordial deposit.  Rather, Ellis’ conception of identity gestures that a given, literal sense of identity is negotiated as each generation of the fellowship in Christ learns a certain ordo of worship; McClendon’s hermeneutical vision more clearly understands a given, literal sense of identity as negotiated as the ecclesia learns to follow a historical pattern embodied in various ecclesial practices.  Retrospectively, then, identity is an ever-redefined variation of its literal sense.  The “Baptist soul” or “the baptist vision” is not understood as some ossified given; development is not conceived as a betrayal of identity but a condition of its existence.
 

Contra Shurden and Leonard, both Ellis and McClendon affirm what Thiel calls the “local” or “regional” character of tradition’s present moment.  As such, it is from the present moment that practioners look back to their Baptist past for a continuity that cannot be surveyed across a finished past but is instead glimpsed in and as identity is practiced.  I would contend that for Ellis, “the Baptist soul” is continually renewed as Baptist communities of each generation, open to the dynamic presence of the Spirit, gather together to worship Jesus Christ as Lord.
  In the practice of worship, identity is made present and continuously renewed.  For McClendon, anamnesis is at the root of the baptist vision.
  Baptist identity is instantiated as the community of disciples lives and witnesses in the present as the primitive and eschatological people of God in non-identical repetition of the way of life established by Jesus and his followers.  Although Thiel does not sufficiently explore the eschatological openness implied in his retrospective conception of development, the openness of not only present to past but also of the future to the present mark the ebb and flow of identity’s continuity and renewal as expressed by Ellis and McClendon.  Ellis’ “Baptist soul” and McClendon’s “baptist vision” speak of the community known as Baptists as a pilgrim people, who willingly enter into the dynamics of God’s theodrama and venture toward God’s eschatological consummation.  While continuity of identity cannot be guaranteed in the sense suggested by Shurden and Leonard, for both Ellis and McClendon an identity endures across times and cultures by the fact that a community of practitioners continues to act in ways that faithfully carry on and carry out a configuration of identity, perhaps even when not all of the circumstances in which it originated still obtain.
  

Stewards, Interrogators, and Inventors

In light of the Tilley’s and Thiel’s understanding of tradition and the preceding excursus, I wish to venture an argument for a practice of tradition.  Traditions provide a communal space in which people can dwell, and a set of practices that shapes how participants live in and out of a tradition.  Recall McClendon’s definition of practice noted earlier in my analysis of Tilley.  In what follows, I address the ends (the “futuring our past”
 with integrity and fidelity) and the practitioners through a consideration of the means.  While I infer the material means (beliefs, texts, doctrine, and practices), I will give special attention to the skills.  What about the rules?  The first rule employed in my proposal for a practice of tradition is that without traditioning—the active communicative practice of the transmission of Christianity across generations and across cultural boundaries—there would be no Christianity today.
  The various communions within Christianity may differ (or at least somewhat differ) on the interpretation of gospel, but all Christian churches have depended on means of transmissions in order to continue and thrive.  The differences among Christians testify to the struggle to understand how to live out the Christian tradition. A second rule is that tradition is a diachronic and synchronic process of continuity and change.  Other rules are likely needed; how these rules and others are to be applied may be matters of dispute.  Yet these rules, or some form of them, can be derived from the practice of tradition. While these rules may be obvious, without them (or a similar formulation), it would be difficult to speak of a practice of tradition.

To participate in the practice of transmitting and receiving what is communicated in the moment-to-moment configuration of a tradition requires a set of skills.  As apprentices in the practice of tradition, practitioners must learn the skills needed to engage in the practice because “skills are often internal constituents of practice.”
  One can learn a skill without becoming a participant in a practice; however, if one did not have the required skills, then that person simply could not engage in the practice.  Having skills does not make a person a good practitioner.  But the absence of a skill or a set of skills is an indicator of the absence of a person’s ability to engage in a practice well.
  Thus, a skill or a set of skills and the healthy development of such a skill or skill set are needed to excel in the practice.  I wish to propose that a practice of tradition involves three foundational skills:  stewardship, interrogation, and invention.



Before discussing each skill, a word regarding their interconnection is in order.  If stewardship emphasizes continuity, interrogation and invention give a priority to renewal.  Thus, a practice of tradition must be understood as the negotiation of stewardship and interrogation and invention, invention and interrogation and stewardship. The dynamic of tradition requires all three.  Any one alone is inadequate, and any one in excess is dangerous.  To use Thiel’s categories, stewardship alone threatens the renewal of the literal sense retrospectively and dramatically and the novelty of fourth-sense claims. Interrogation alone can lead to an understanding of tradition in order to undermine the continuity of its literal sense. Invention alone can be threatening because novel claims cannot be regarded as congruent since they lack the consensus required by the literal sense of tradition. Together, each skill is vital to the practice of tradition, and the community must exercise wisdom and creative judgment as it employs these skills.



Moreover, the interrelationship of stewardship, interrogation, and invention must be understood eschatologically.  If I have read both correctly, Tilley’s and Thiel’s respective conceptions of tradition imply the eschatological openness of tradition.  Tradition does not possess the permanence of achieved closure.  In fact, the ongoing character of tradition and the dynamic development that takes place in some many beliefs, doctrines, and practices precludes the possibility of tradition’s permanence as closure. Throughout the ebb and flow of tradition’s constancy and renewal the Spirit of God is at work bringing the people of God to a fuller participation in the gospel.  At the heart of the practices of a tradition is the eschatological directedness of the Spirit’s work in guiding the church into the purposes and intentions of the triune God that form a divinely given telos ultimately realized at the beautiful and glorious splendor of the consummation.
  





One last word before turning our attention to some of the skills required for a practice of tradition.  I will not argue for but merely presume that tradition is a mediation of the Spirit’s abiding presence in the life of the community of believers.  In fact, tradition, its practices and constituent skills, is ceaselessly sustained and vivified by the Spirit of Pentecost. As Henri de Lubac said, tradition is “the very Word of God both perpetuating and renewing itself under the action of the Spirit of God.”
  Tradition is one means by which God’s gift of the Spirit continues to course through history.  



The skill of stewardship involves receiving the tradition with charity and cherishing its wisdom which has proved itself over time and across cultures.  In 1 Cor. 3 and 4 the Apostle Paul describes the form and character of his ministerial role.  He says he is Christ’s assistant (3:9) and a steward of the mysteries of God (4:1).
  For Paul, to be a steward of the mysteries of God is to be entrusted with the gospel.  Likewise, practitioners of a tradition are stewards of that tradition, entrusted with the responsibility for maintaining its continuity and stability.  Certainly there are some Christian claims—such as the profession of God the Father as maker of heaven and earth, Jesus as savior, and the hope of resurrected life—that believers have made consistently from the beginning of the Christian tradition to the present.  “And yet, even these relatively stable and uncontroversial claims for tradition continue to flourish as retrospective acts of faith, developing if only in their stolid reaffirmation.”
  Stewardship is practiced when believers make a present claim in faith for the adequacy, relevance, and meaningfulness of a set of beliefs and a network of practices.  According to Thiel, in confessing the continuity and stability of tradition, believers give voice to a belief or enact a practice that is theirs, but which is also claimed as the belief and practice of others.  These “others” are not only contemporary believers who may be different culturally and contextually, but also believers long dead who are distant in culture and time.
   In professing the continuity of tradition, the believers affirm that their beliefs and practices, both synchronically and diachronically, are like the beliefs and practices of these others, in spite of differences in times and cultures.  Thus the stewardship of tradition involves “a deep congruence of a shared faith capable of binding the tradition from present to past.”
  Faithfulness is enacted moment to moment, and any one enactment may configure tradition in a somewhat different way from previous first-sense enactments.



Crucial for the skill of stewardship is remembering how.  Tilley remains us that remembering is a practice, one that is constituent in any living tradition.
  Faithfulness to those of the past and those who will come after is a virtue.  We cannot merely repeat the past.  In fact, “rote repetition may be counterproductive to fidelity, a counterfeit of faithful remembering.”  Thus, the stewardship of tradition is affirmed not by a “what” or “that,” but by a “how.”
  It is preserved in the living performance of the faithful.  Communal memory is carried in the body of the faithful, shaped by its practices.  In regards to the Baptist thinkers discussed in the excursus, all four exercise the skill of stewardship.  Yet, it is on this point of stewardship as remembering how that separates Ellis and McClendon from Shurden and Leonard, who privilege a remembering that.  As Ellis and McClendon respectively envisage a Free Church way of life, both locate the transmission and receiving of identity in the practices of the body politic.  Mere notional belief will not do.  The “Baptist soul” or the “baptist vision” cannot be learned by a mere knowing that.  Rather, knowing the “Baptist soul” or the “baptist vision” requires knowing how to engage in those patterns of action and attitude that will teach one how to live in and out of the Baptist tradition.



So, yes, stewardship involves an affirmation and judgment of continuity and stability of a tradition’s claims.  Yet it is not intended to imply only the mere preservation or repetition of tradition’s claims.  Appealing to Thiel once again, the literal sense does slide in its meaning.  It does so because the other senses of tradition slide even more and “what believers affirm in the present moment as the literal sense is always negotiated among the other senses of tradition.”
 Since the literal sense is negotiated and even re-made among the other three senses, faithful stewards must be acutely sensitive to the current situation and present problems. A good steward readily acknowledges that traditions are generative.  They continue to invite new understandings. They stimulate new questions.  They are openly contestable.  




Such a contestable process of transmission is written into Tilley’s and Thiel’s account of tradition because they both reject tradition as identified with long-established, agreed upon, and historically persistent and continuous beliefs.  As Thiel has suggested, the practice of tradition involves making judgments or affirmations of continuity (second and fourth sense) and discontinuity (third sense).   This process of making judgments makes persons and communities think again about the consensus of tradition.  A retrospective understanding of tradition suggests that the configuration of continuity is open not only to reaffirmation, but also re-evaluation and interrogation.
  



What John Howard Yoder says about the perpetual reform of tradition, in his essay, “The Authority of Tradition,” may be helpful in considering the skill of interrogation.  Yoder claims:

Far from being an ongoing growth like a tree (or a family tree), the wholesome growth of a tradition is like a vine:  a story of constant interruption of organic growth in favor of pruning and a new chance for the roots.  This renewed appeal to origins is not primitivism, nor an effort to recapture some pristine purity.  It is rather a “looping back,” a glance over the shoulder to enable a midcourse correction, a rediscovery of something from the past whose pertinence was not seen before, because only a new question or challenge enables us to see it speaking to us.

Continuing with the vinedresser’s metaphor, Yoder says that the effect of pruning is not to harm the vine; improper pruning can easily damage or deform the vine.  Rather pruning is intended to stimulate new growth as well as to promote and maintain the health of the vine.  So, how does pruning related to the skill of interrogation?  The art of asking close questions of the tradition is not rooted in a deep suspicion which aims to invalidate the tradition.  Rather, interrogation can aspire to strengthen agreement and consensus of the literal sense in every present moment of its reconfiguration through open and orderly deliberations within the community.
  On the flip side, interrogation may rule out certain beliefs or practices, declare they are outside the boundary of tradition, have strayed too far from or are incompatible with tradition’s configuration.
  

Yoder’s notion of  “looping back,” which seems to echo Thiel’s retrospective understanding of development, suggests that interrogation can be understood in terms of an adage often applied to the church:  Ecclesia reformata semper reformanda. Yet, Yoder claims these ancient words are not really about the church.  It is a statement that speaks of tradition’s permanent accessibility and openness (as witnessed to and normed by Scripture).
  By claiming that a midcourse correction may be needed, he is arguing that tradition is always the subject of struggles and contention—struggles and contentions over how beliefs, doctrines, and practices are to be interpreted, and over what is to be included in them.  

What Yoder suggests about tradition may be clarified by moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre’s understanding of tradition as “an historically extended, socially embodied argument, and an argument precisely about the goods which constitute the tradition.”
  MacIntyre argues that tradition is not a repetition or replication of the past.  Rather, it is the embodied appropriation and extension of the argument about the goods of the tradition.  To use Thiel’s categories in concert with MacIntyre, as the tradition is embodied and extended arguments can break out over whether a claim or practice is sufficiently congruent with the agreed-upon first-sense enactment of a tradition.  Arguments erupt when new affirmations of developing continuity involve accretion of the novel or the shedding of the old but obsolete. Thus the skill of interrogation brings the tradition under reflective scrutiny so that tradition’s most basic claims may once again be affirmed as meaningful in the present moment or that new affirmations of continuity through addition or loss may configure the tradition in a somewhat different way.
 


In Baptist thought, a contemporary example of the skill of interrogation is the question of the sedimentation of modern philosophical and political individualism in a configuration of Baptist identity.
  Beth Newman interrogates the modern Southern Baptists’ understandings of “priesthood of the believer” and “soul competency.”
  She argues that the force of modern individualism has tainted such terms.  The results of such contamination, as evidenced in the thought of Shurden, for example, is, first of all, a “subsequentialist ecclesiology” where the church as the body of Christ is secondary to the “priesthood” of the individual, and, second, the identification of  “soul competency” with private, individual interpretation of Scripture and direct access to God.  Such modern understandings of these terms, according to Newman, are a departure from the earliest Baptist communities in their formative period in England, as well as discontinuous with the Reformers.  Her interrogation asserts a discontinuity with the recognized literal sense of identity among recent generations of Baptists in the American South. The irony of her contesting key claims of the presently enacted first-sense is that these claims were an incipient development within the life of late 18th and early 19th century Baptists in America.


The last skill to be discussed is invention.  While the skill of stewardship is understood as compatible with a practice of tradition, and the skill of interrogation may raise questions of compatibility, “invention” and “tradition” seem at first glance to be incompatible.  Tradition says continuity; invention says discontinuity.  Yet, it is possible to show that the skill of invention is compatible with the practice of tradition.

If a tradition is to be kept alive, the faithful not only exercise stewardship and interrogation, but also engage in inventing traditions.  The Greek verb paradidomi (“handing over”) often implies an offering up to judgment as in an act of betrayal (Judas’s betrayal of Jesus).  Yet, the understanding of handing over as offering up to judgment can also refer to the way in which, in a tradition, handing on to another what has been received always involves change.  “Traditions may change radically.  In fact, in order to live in a tradition as contexts change, we must constantly invent the tradition.  If conditions and contexts change and practices are not adapted and changes in them ‘invented,’ the tradition withers away.”
  Thus with each configuration, tradition, as a dynamic, communicative process, can be conjugated in slightly different ways. If the faithful in any given present moment define themselves by looking backwards (retrospectively) and building sets of connections to the past this practice of drawing from the past to define the present is a creative constructive effort.  Fidelity to, or stewardship of, a tradition calls for creative appropriation or invention of the tradita.
 



Prospective conceptions of tradition are inclined to imagine the faith of the faithful as an originary given, trickling down from one generation to another.  Historical investigations have shown, however, that there have been marked shifts in the practices and beliefs we accept as “given.”  The belief in transubstantiation as the proper account of the real presence in Christ in the Eucharist was actually an incipient development in the thirteenth century.  In the two centuries prior to Thomas Aquinas’ definitive explication of the term, other accounts were taken as orthodox teaching.  Even for several centuries after Aquinas came up with a specific meaning for transubstantiation, there were theological debates about the Eucharist in which the opponents of transubstantiation were in the majority.  It could also be argued that the concept of tradition in Dei Verbum of Vatican II is an “invention” vis-à-vis the Council of Trent.  In Baptist life, the profound influence of modern democratic and philosophical individualism resulted in “inventions” in Baptist understandings of ecclesiology, soteriology, freedom, and priesthood of all believers.
 

As Thiel’s third and fourth senses of tradition and as Tilley’s understanding of the inculturation of tradition in practices demonstrate, traditions change, even mutate, sometimes radically, as they are passed on.  Thiel’s retrospective understanding of development suggests that the skill on invention is crucial to the practice of tradition because the faithful do shape and reshape traditions in the ways they receive, configure, and enact them.  Each retrospective claim of continuity is in a certain sense an “invention” whereby creatively and imaginatively discernable, intelligible patterns between the present and the past are drawn. Yet, traditions, even their reconfigurations, are not deliberately invented; they are not entirely constructs.  They are not made up “out of whole cloth.”
  As traditions are constructed and reconstructed, configured and reconfigured in the present moment, invention is a crucial skill if the traditions are to adapt with integrity to changing circumstances.   


Perhaps a way to understand the perichoretic relationship between invention, stewardship, and interrogation is to utilize the idea of improvisation.  A creative shaping and reshaping of a tradition with integrity and fidelity requires improvisation.
  As Gerard Loughlin explains, the key to abiding faithfulness in the Christian life is improvisation.

When a person enters the scriptural story he or she does so by entering the Church’s performance of that story:  he or she is baptised into a biblical and ecclesial drama.  It is not so much being written into a book as taking part in a play, a play that has to be improvised on the spot.  As Rowan Williams puts it, people are “invited to ‘create’ themselves in finding a place within the drama—an improvisation in the theater workshop, but one that purports to be about a comprehensive truth affecting one’s identity and future.

Improvisers “are schooled in a tradition so thoroughly that they learn to act from habit in ways appropriate to the circumstances.”
  The improvisation of tradition thus provides an interpretative context for the task of living in and out of a tradition.  As I have attempted to suggest, dwelling in or practicing a tradition requires a certain skill set, of which stewardship, interrogation, and invention are part.  As the faithful enact first-sense claims in a present moment configuration of identity, or make a judgment that a former claim is longer viable, or make a novel claim, they may use any one or all three of the skills in a manner that is appropriate to the community’s temporal and cultural location.  Enacting a faithful improvisation is not merely a faithful remembering of the past but also a faithful creating of the present and the future.  Each configuration of a tradition is an opportunity for improvisation, a fresh inculturation or embodiment of a tradition.  Improvisation is a way “to cherish a tradition without being locked in the past.”



Some Questions

Quoting Thompson once again:  “Baptists have come to make a tradition of rejecting tradition, Baptists or otherwise.”
  Yet, as Baptist theologian Steve Harmon argues in his forthcoming book, Towards Baptist Catholicity, “tradition is a new horizon in Baptist theology.”
 After the (admittedly partial and too lengthy) reflections on tradition and traditioning put forth in the preceding pages, I have offered these reflections in the hope that they may stimulate Baptist conversation on the practice of tradition and some of the requisite skills for participating in such a practice.  Are Baptists willing to reflect consciously, deliberately, and carefully on the normativity of tradition? Are Baptists willing to expose their claims to the authority of tradition? Are Baptists willing to take the risk?
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