Readings in Our Christian Heritage: Theology

Matthew H. Patton

Covenant Reformed School



Reader’s Guide
This document contains notes to help readers through some of the readings. I will add to it as the course goes on, so students will be able to read ahead if they desire.
Lewis, C. S. Introduction to Athanasius’ On The Incarnation
Paragraph 1: “amiable”: any time you encounter a word that you do not understand, please look up the word. You will be expected to know the meaning of all English words in the works we read. 

Paragraph 2: “St. Luke or St. Paul or St. Augustine or Thomas Aquinas or Hooker or Butler”: all of these are older theologians, the latest (Joseph Butler), died in 1752.

Paragraph 2: “M. Berdyaev or M. Maritain or M. Niebuhr or Miss Sayers or even myself”: 20th century theologians, contemporaries of C. S. Lewis.

Paragraph 4: “something about which there is untroubled agreement between Hitler and President Roosevelt or between Mr. H. G. Wells and Karl Barth.”: two sets of rivals who would think they share nothing in common. But Lewis’ point is that they actually have much in common as people who live in the same modern age.

Paragraph 4: “palliative”: did you look it up? (
Paragraph 5: “I myself was first led into reading the Christian classics.”: this paragraph contains tons of references to Christian theologians. You do not need to know them to get the point.

Paragraph 5: “George Macdonald I had found for myself at the age of sixteen and never wavered in my allegiance, though I tried for a long time to ignore his Christianity.”: an ironic statement, since Macdonald is actually a heretic, rejecting the atonement and the idea that God punishes sinners!

Paragraph 6: “For you have now got on to the great level viaduct which crosses the ages”: what is a viaduct? In this metaphor, what is the “great level viaduct” Lewis is referring to?

Reading Packet #1. Bavinck, Herman. Reformed Dogmatics: Prolegomena. Vol 1. pp. 613–21

Herman Bavinck is a theologian who lived from 1854–1921. He taught in the Netherlands (Holland). 

For all readings in the packet, you do not need to read the footnotes.

p. 614: “between the theory of ‘implicit faith’ and that of the ‘fundamental articles’”: these are two different ideas of what is the minimum you need to know to be saved.
p. 614: “fides specialis”: the authors we read will frequently bring in other languages: Latin, Greek, Hebrew. You can ignore usually these and not lose the big idea of what they’re saying. When they are really important, I will define them.
p. 615: “arid scholasticism”: i.e., dry theology that is done by scholars but lacks any love for Christ.

p. 616: “Faith preserves theology from secularization; theology preserves faith from separatism.”: The first part means: faith keeps theology from being a godless undertaking. The second part means: theology keeps faith in a conversation with other intellectual disciplines, not off in its own separate world.

p. 617: “in finding the material”: in other words, theology helps us see where we should look to get truth about God and his world.

p. 618: “Theology, therefore, is not only a noetic but also a dianoetic science”: the idea here is that theology not only has to do with the mind in general, but with the conscious, reasoning part of the mind. We don’t just grasp theology intuitively, but we are able to speak and write about it with clarity.

p. 618: “System is the supreme desideratum”: in other words, system is the thing most sought after.

p. 619: “in some fellowships of Eleusis, Samothrace, etc.”: these are secret “mystery religions” that would only tell people their secret teachings when they became members (“initiates”).

p. 620: “arcane discipline”: in other words, a part of the church that has secret knowledge that everyone else lacks. Bavinck is saying we don’t have such people in Christianity.
pp. 620–21: “It [the Reformation] located the essence of mystery, not in the fact that it is incomprehensible to human beings as such but to the intellect of the ‘natural’ (i.e., unspiritual) person.”: in other words, the who cannot understand the truth are not people who are stupid (lacking in intelligence) but people who are natural or unspiritual (lacking in the Holy Spirit). See 1 Cor 2:12, 14: “Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God.  . . . The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.”
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