
WHO Do You SAY THAT I AM?
CHRISTOLOGY AND IDENTITY

IN THE UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST

EDITED BY

SCOTT R. PAETH

UNITED
CHURCH
PRESS®

Cleveland



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments
Contributors

Introduction: Who Do We Say That He Is?
Scott R. Paeth

6

7

9

United Church Press

700 Prospect Avenue
Cleveland, Ohio 44115-1100
unitedchurchpress.com

PART ONE:
HERITAGE

1. The Offices of Christ from Early Church through the Reformers
Max L. Stackhouse 25

2. Christology in the Continental and English Reformation
Lee Barrett 42

3. Jesus Christ in the Texts of the United Church of Christ
Gabriel Fackre 66

© 2006 Scott R. Paeth PART Two:
ECUMENICAL CONNECTIONS

All rights reserved. Published 2006

Scripture quotations unless otherwise marked are from the New Revised Standard

Version Bible, copyright © 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the

National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by permission. All
rights reserved

4. Jesus in God's Plan for Salvation
Lydia Veliko

5. Recognition and the Presence of Christ at the Table
John H. Thomas

83

96

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

Scripture quotations marked RSV are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible,
copyright 1952 [2nd edition, 1971] by the Division of Christian Education of the
National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used
by permission. All rights reserved.

196
203

180
192

115

129

167

145

175

PART THREE:
CONTEMPORARY ISSUES AND PRACTICE

Appendix A: Questions for Discussion
Appendix B: Classic and Contemporary

Christological Confessions
Appendix C: For Further Reading
Appendix D: Worship Resources

ComPiled by Frederick R. Trost
Notes

6. Pluralism and Mission

Mary Schaller Blaufuss

7. Identity and Ethical Proclamation
Deirdre King Hainsworth

8. The Passion and the Compassion of the Christ
Theodore Louis Trost

9. A Living Christo logy and the Unfinished Business
of the UCC

Stephen G. Ray, Jr.

2006023750

5432111 10 09 08 07 06

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Who do you say that I am? : christology and identity in the United Church of
Christ / edited by Scott R. Paeth.

p. em.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN-13: 978-0-8298-1702-7 (alk. paper)
1. Jesus Christ-Person and offices. 2. United Church of Christ-Doctrines.

1. Paeth, Scott.
BT203.W4762006
232.088'285834-dc22

ISBN-13: 978-0-8298-1702-7
ISBN-10: 0-8298-1702-6



66. CHAPTER THREE / FACKRE

CHAPTER THREE

JESUS CHRIST IN THE TEXTS OF THE
UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST

GABRIEL FACKRE

TEXTS: WHY, WHAT, AND How?

The use ofUCC "texts" as an approach to the subject of this vol­
ume prompts the questions why, what, and how. Why would we turn
to inherited, written-down things? That may seem obvious to
churches with clearly declared dogma, but not for those of us in the

UCC with our eye fixed on the horizon rather than the heritage. If an
answer is found, then the next logical query is, what are these docu­
ments? Again, this is a UCC pressure point, given our commitment to
diversity and our openness to, in John Robinson's words, "more light
and truth." Supposing that we do find them, how do we interpret
them, considering that final doctrinal authority appears to be vested
by our denomination's Constitution in local congregations? We take
some time here, initially, to sort out these issues.

The why of the matter is tied up with our self-definition as a
"church." When exploring what we believe about Jesus Christ in our
denomination, we must take into account the decision made in our
founding days to be the United Church of Christ, not just united
churches of Christ. We came into existence, in some sense, as a com­
mon body and wrote a constitution to demonstrate it.

~

~
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We have a corporate reality, and as such we resist the culture's
individualistic ideology and attraction to that fragmentation in our
own ecclesial history. Further, our very being, as in our name, is wit­
ness to our ecumenical search for life together-not life apart-a
church "united and uniting," as it is often said. Indeed, we are still the
only denomination in this country to have brought together four di­
verse streams of Christian history, not to mention the "hidden histo­
ries" included in our life together.1

If we are a common body, then common texts are significant for
the subject at hand. These texts, in which the community as a whole
through its designated representatives speaks, help to define what the
United Church of Christ, collectively, believes about the fundaments.
As a church, we have drawn on this lore in ecumenical negotiations.
We cite our texts when asked to say what we believe, as in the UCC
endorsement of the nine-church Consultation on Church Union

(The COCU Consensus, now named, with language close to or own,
"Churches Uniting in Christ"), our response to the World Council of
Churches' study, "Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry," and our position
in bilaterals establishing "full communion," such as the
Kirchengemeinschaft with the Evangelical Church of the Union in Ger­
many and "A Formula of Agreement" with the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America, the Presbyterian Church (USA), and the Re­
formed Church in America.2 In the face of the occasional charges of
UCC theological incoherence, it has regularly been said, "Please go by
our texts, not by anecdotes.'"

Acknowledging that we have a corporate reality with corporate
texts-all of which speak about the meaning of Jesus Christ-just
what are they? Implicit in the what are where and when issues.

The first answer to this question, one that enabled the UCC to
come to be, was given by our founders when they struggled to produce
a "Faith" statement in the Basis of Union of our church. Such a decla­

ration is a short but significant primary text for discerning the corpo­
rate UCC faith inJesus Christ. Its importance is underscored by its use
as the framework for a second defining text, the United Church of
Christ Statement of Faith, officially voted by the 1959 General Synod
of the UCe. A third is the collection of authoritative postfounding
texts in the United Church of Christ Constitution. Especially ger­
mane to our subject is its theological Preamble and the articles that
define the pattern of belief in UCC congregations. A fourth text is the
DCC Book of WorshiP· The product of widespread and lengthy testing,

•••••••
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though not at the level of authority of the previous three, it includes
orders of worship that manifest UCC Christo logical belief, as well as
declarations of faith, ancient and modern, that entail perspectives on
the subject of this volume.

In addition to these explicitly formative UCC texts are implicit
ones referenced in those texts. If the former are ground-level docu­
ments, then the latter represent first, second, and third tiers of texts.
The first tier is composed of standards cited in general terms in the
Basis of Union as "the ecumenical creeds" and in the Preamble to the

Constitution as "ancient creeds," appearing specifically in the Book of

Worship as the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed, cited also in the
Christological services, as is done, similarly, in the Services of Word
and Sacrament in the Hymnal of the United Church of Christ and
versions thereof in The New Century Hymnal produced by the United
Church of Christ Board for Homeland Ministries.4 A case could also

be made that the shape of the creeds is reflected in the UCC
Statement of Faith.

The second tier, further from ground level in authority, includes
texts stated in general terms in the Basis of Union as the "evangelical
confessions of the Reformation" and in the language of the Preamble
to the Constitution as "the basic insights of the Protestant Reform­
ers." The Constitution itself recognizes the role of the confessions and
declarations of faith of the uniting denominations, stating that the
uniting churches of 1957 join "without break in their respective his­
toric continuities and traditions."s Thus the three symbols of the for­
mer Evangelical and Reformed Church (cited below) are given tacit
constitutional recognition, as are comparable Congregational texts
from the Cambridge Platform with its presupposed Westminster Con­
fession to the Kansas City Statement of Faith. All, however, appear
within the context of congregational polity.6

A third tier of texts, more distant in their claim to authority, but
signed onto by General Synod vote after years of study and negotia­
tion, is made up of ecumenical theological agreements. Prominent
among them, as they bear on Christology, are The COCU Consensus

on key doctrines and "A Formula of Agreement" with the ELCA,
PCUSA, and RCA. 7

If the foregoing are the why and what of the matter, the question
of the how, the "hermeneutical" question, is yet to be faced. Tradi­
tionally, hermeneutics has to do with the interpretation of scripture,
the principles employed in construing its meaning.s Here we are deal-

~~
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ing with derivative theological documents, not scripture. But the how
issue is still entailed as these received texts require interpretation. An
organizing principle that functions in UCC interpretation of the texts
offers recourse: Texts are to be taken seriously but not imperially.9
This is to be understood in two senses.

One sense has to do with the ministerial, not magisterial, status
of ecclesial texts. The distinction is often associated with "tradition"
vis-a-vis scripture, the former serving the latter, and always account­
able to it. Thus the UCC texts are always under the scrutiny of scrip­
ture and are corrigible in the light of it. The Evangelical and
Reformed Church had three doctrinal "symbols" that defined its faith:
the Heidelberg Catechism, the Augsburg Confession (1530), and Lu­
ther's Small Catechism. However, a constitutional qualifier was
added declaring that where they may be seen to disagree, the norm of
scripture was to be followed. Thus, even in a church with stated "doc­
trinal standards" found in discrete confessional texts, scripture was
declared magisterial and the texts ministerial. This UCC tradition in
textual interpretation judges them to be authoritative to the extent
that they conform to scripture. They are a resource in developing a
point of view on Christ, not the source; the locus of authority belongs
to scripture alone.

The texts in question, on the other hand, are testimonial, not
magisterial. This is stated quite explicitly in the Basis of Union regard­
ing any formulation of faith: "Like the ampler statement called for in
Article IV, Section F, it is designed to be a testimony, and not a test, of
faith."lo The "ampler statement" that did appear in 1959 was the
aforementioned UCC Statement ofFaith, also held regularly today to
be a "testimony, not a test."

We should be clear about why the Basis of Union made this dis­
tinction, as it still applies to UCC polity and ecclesiology. Stipulated
in the same footnote to its "Faith" section, regarding the status of any
church-wide confession, the Basis of Union states: "It is not to be con­
sidered a substitute for any confession of faith which may be used in

any congregation today." 11 Why so? The answer is that the UCC Con­
stitution vests the final test for doctrinal authority in the congrega­
tion. However, the supraparochial declarations of faith do have
significant weight, for the Constitution surrounds this paragraph with
two others that assert congregational authority to be inseparable from
a wider covenant with the larger church, making our polity a

••••
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THE NARRATIVE FRAMEWORK

"covenantal congregationalism" in contrast to a pure congregational­
ism of unaccountable local autonomy.12

This stance on the ministerial and testimonial status of received

texts appears to separate us from other churches with presumed
"binding" doctrinal standards, putting into question any ecumenical
affiliations that depend on doctrinal controls charged by critics ex­
ternal and internal. However, an honest look at the state of those
standards in most "confessional," "creedal," and "connectional"
churches will disclose a very similar situation, functionally. Current
neo-Congregational tendencies, creedal and confessional illiteracy,
and the inroads of current ideologies and individualisms are wide­
spread in mainline churches-Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox.
Where such is the case, formally definitive church texts become, at
best, ministerial or testimonial rather than determining church
boundaries or serving as tests of membership. We are all in the same
boat, and there is no "safe" ecclesiastical harbor. 13

Whatever we have to say about Christology in the UCC, textu­
ally, must be placed in the narrative framework that characterizes
UCC theology both "on the ground" and in its three tiers. In the first
instance, the Statement of Faith is our own retelling of "the Great
Story," as its primary drafter, Roger Shinn, describes it in his impor­
tant book on the Statement.I4 The story movement of the Statement
reflects the way "the faith" is set forth in the Basis of Union, as the for­
mer was designed to express the latter. It is also found in the "Com­
munion Prayer" in the Services for Word and Sacrament I and II in
the Book of WorshiP. All embody a version of the narrative nature of
the classical creeds from which they rise, whose account in three para­
graphs of the deeds of God are often portrayed as a drama in three
acts. The same structure appears in one way or another in the theo­
logical documents of the Evangelical and Reformed Church, the
"creeds and platforms of Congregationalism, " IS and in our ecumenical
agreements. Behind them all is the movement of the biblical narra­
tive/drama from Genesis to Revelation, creation to consummation,
with its centerpoint in Jesus Christ.16 The understanding of UCC
textual Christology requires its placement in the context of this
"Great Story."

.....••

• God's persevering grace (denominated sometimes as the
covenant with Noah), which "seeks in holy love to
save all people from aimlessness and sin" and "judges
all people and all humanity." (Statement of Faith II)

• The special covenant with the Jewish people, with only
passing reference in the Statement of Faith as in God's
"righteous will declared through prophets ... " (State­
ment of Faith I)

This reflects a missing piece in the ancient creeds themselves, but one
retrieved from scripture in the UCC's 1987 General Synod resolution
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• The fall, our response of "aimlessness and sin." (State­
ment of Faith, all versions)

The narrative begins with its author and chief actor, the triune
God. The three Persons are cited in the opening sentence of the
Statement of Faith, in the first paragraph of the "confession" in the
Basis of Union, in Article V, 10, in the Constitution on the beliefs of a
UCC congregation, and in the formula for baptism in the Service for
Baptism in the Book of WorshiP· Further, the flow of the Statement of
Faith-reflecting that of the confession in the Basis of Union, the
"ancient creeds" cited in the Preamble, the "evangelical confessions"
of the Basis of Union, and the "basic insights of the Protestant Re­
formers" of the Preamble, the ecumenical agreements from The
COCU Consensus to the WCC "Basis"-renders explicit what is im­
plicit in scripture itself: the Trinitarian history of God. While employ­
ing various terms-Father/God, Son/Lord/Savior, SpiritlHoly Spirit
-and stated tersely, both the immanent and economic Trinity are to
be found in these grounding texts and all their tiers. The Trinitarian
premises in UCC texts are no accident, given the denomination's
prehistory: on the one hand, the strong Reformation cum classical
roots of the Evangelical and Reformed tradition, and the same for the
Congregational tradition with it specific controversy with Unitarian­
ism in the nineteenth century as background.

Using the paradigmatic Statement of Faith, the "chapters" in
the "Great Story" that follow the Trinitarian preface are:

• Creation, as God "calls the worlds into being, creates
humankind in the divine image ... " (Statement of
Faith II)

r
r

~




