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ABSTRACT

The study attempts to examine the approach of Christian neo-orthodoxy which claims
to occupy a middle position between traditional orthodoxy and liberalism in
reconstructing the religious thought of Christianity. Modernity evidently has brought
benefits to mankind. Yet, it has turned out to be a movement which advocates the idea
of emancipation from religion. This idea presents a number of challenges to world
religions especially with regard to traditional religious beliefs and practices. However,
this study mainly focuses on how Christian neo-orthodoxy responds to those challenges.
The study particularly discusses the re-construction of religious thoughts of Christian
neo-orthodoxy and its theological issues. The issues that have been touched are the
concept of God, the concept of Sinfulness of man and the concept of scripture. All of
the theological issues are analysed from the Islamic point of view. The strategy to
account for the study of religious thought of Christian neo—orthodoxy on selected
theological issues and its analysis from the Islamic view is as follows: Chapter One is
an introduction of the study. Chapter Two presents the background of Christian neo-
orthodoxy which includes the history of the movement and its proponents. Meanwhile,
the major theological issues of Christian neo-orthodoxy are discussed in third chapter.
The discussion involves Christian neo-orthodoxy views on the concept of God, the
concept of Sinfulness of man and the concept of scripture. The Islamic perspective on
those selected theological issues in is explained in Chapter Four. In Chapter Five, the
study concludes that there are significant differences between Christian neo-orthodoxy
and Islam in terms of their theological issues. Islam primarily upholds the supremacy
of the tradition derived from the Qur’an and Sunnah as the concrete principles in all
matters, thoughts and disciplines.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

In general, the impact of modernity! is experienced by all religions in the world. It
basically poses serious challenges to traditional religious beliefs and practices. In
Christianity, the Christian responses to modernity can be classified into three main
categories. The first type of response is an absolute rejection of modernity which argues
that the affirmation of modernity undermines religious faith. It is referred to as orthodox
theology?. It does not recognize any new perspective to traditional theology or the
version of Christianity. The second type of response is an absolute acceptance of
modernity. It is an attitude of full and unquestionable surrender to modernity. It is
advocated by the liberal theology® who reinterprets the traditional dogma from a
historical evolutionary perspective. It gives a complete priority to the modern secular
philosophy, and Christianity in its own term is only valid in so far as it fits with it. The

third response of modernity is a mediating position between orthodox and liberal

! Modernity, the self-definition of a generation about its own technological innovation, governance, and
socioeconomics. To participate in modernity was to conceive of one’s society as engaging in
organizational and knowledge advances that make one’s immediate predecessors appear antiquated or, at
least, surpassed.

2 Orthodox Christianity developed its apologetic and dogmatic defence of the faith in response to an
atmosphere of sophisticated intellectual debate, especially in the first eight centuries after Christ. In the
late first and second centuries, diverse views concerning God’s relationship with creation, cosmology
and authority within the Church prompted a more formal definition of ‘orthodoxy’, led by bishops such
as St Irenaeus of Lyons. The comprehensive explanation can be found to Mary B. Cunningham, The
Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology, (New York, Cambridge University Press, 2009).
3 Liberation theology has been the most significant theological development since the mid-1960s. This
movement has two major components. First, it stresses liberation from all forms of human oppression:
social, economic, political, racial, sexual, environmental, and religious. Second component of liberation
theology is its insistence that theology must be truly indigenous. The comprehensive explanation can be
referred to Deane William Ferm, Third World Liberation Theologies: An Introduction Survey,
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Book, 1986), 1. See also Ronald H. Nash, Liberation Theology, (Grand
Rapids Michigan: Baker Book House, 1984).



theology. It is called Christian neo-orthodoxy. This position is held by a group of
Christian theologians who confirm the compatibility of faith and reason. They believe
that Christian theology should be opened to change in order to adapt to changing
conditions and circumstances to meet the challenges of the modern world yet at the
same time traditions should not be neglected. This study will focus on the religious
thought of Christian neo-orthodoxy in its response to modernity. The author will focus
on how Christian neo-orthodoxy redefines and reinterprets Christian theology on
selected issues.

Neo-orthodoxy is originally regarded as a ‘new’ twentieth century development
of orthodox theology. Ferguson mentioned in his article:

“orthodox in as much as it emphasizes key themes of Reformed theology,

but ‘neo-’ 1.e. ‘new’, in as much as it has taken serious account of
contemporary cultural and theological development”.*

Neo-orthodoxy emerged after the First World War as a reaction against the
failed ideas of liberal protestant theology®. Neo-orthodoxy has two aims: one is to attack
liberal theology and the other is to return to original orthodoxy. Standing in opposition
to the liberal movement post-World War I, neo-orthodoxy was at first, disillusioned at
the hope of the progressive improvement of human history and appeared as a reaction
against liberal theology, with an aim to accommodate the truth of Christianity to
modern science and secular culture. In this sense, neo-orthodoxy claims itself as a

middle position which emphasizes the reconciliation between traditional orthodoxy and

4 Clive Ashby, “The Neo-Orthodoxy View of Revelation, ” (2014):2. <www.academia.edu/.../research
paper_the neo-o> viewed on 3 March 2015.

5 Theological liberalism, sometimes known as Protestant Liberalism, is a theological movement rooted
in the early 19th century German Enlightenment, notably in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and the
religious views of Friedrich Schleiermacher. It is an attempt to incorporate modern thinking and
developments, especially in science, into the Christian faith. Liberalism tends to emphasize ethics over
doctrine and experience over Scriptural authority.
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modern science in the quest for understanding. One of the prominent neo-orthodox
theologians is Karl Barth who is regarded as the father of neo-orthodoxy.

As far as Islamic thought is concerned, the mediating group is represented by
Muslim reformists who usually attempt to reconstruct Islamic religious thought in the
light of modern science and knowledge. In general, they seem to share a similar
objective with Christian neo-orthodoxy. However, the reconstruction of religious
thought in Muslim and Christian experience is different in approach because both
present different views and methods of interpreting scriptures and traditions in the light
of new scientific knowledge. Neo-orthodoxy depends much on human interpretations
by adopting the concept of existentialism which gives emphasis to man’s decision. Neo-
orthodox theologians often sound as if they affirm traditional beliefs, but in actuality,
their religious thought radically differs from the traditional Christian understandings.
Although they openly declare their acceptance of traditional orthodoxy, they often rob
religious terms and concepts from their original meanings. Theological words like God,
Father, Trinity, Christ, Incarnation, Salvation, Resurrection and others have all been
given new neo-orthodox interpretations. On the other hand, Christian neo-orthodoxy
denies the objectivity of truth. This movement relegates all theology to the realm of
subjective relativism. In this regard, Christian neo-orthodoxy concept is in contrary with
the teaching of Islam that refers to the absolute fundamental sources, the Qur’an and
Sunnah besides relying on modern scientific knowledge and rational inquiries. Islam
emphasises that the Qur’an and Sunnah are the fundamental springs of truth and
enlightenment.

Since parallel efforts to reconstruct religious thought have been done in both
Christian and Muslim experience in nature, it is necessary to understand the approach

in comparative dimension. This study will scrutinise the views among Christian neo-



orthodox proponents of the selected theological issues namely the knowledge about
God, the concept of the Sinfulness of Man, the concept of Scripture, and the concept of
Salvation. It will then analyse them from the Islamic point of view. It is hoped that this
study will provide a proper understanding of the response of religious thought from the

perspective of two different religions, Christianity and Islam.

1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Christian neo-orthodoxy can be placed as a middle position between traditional
orthodoxy and liberalism. It insists that the religious thought of Christianity needs to be
continuously reinterpreted and that theology must engage seriously with the modern
world in its quest for understanding. However, it is found that despite claiming
themselves as a mediating position, Christian neo-orthodoxy ignores the scriptures and
depends much on human interpretations as they are gives emphasis on reason instead
of their scripture. This contradicts the Islamic approach which upholds that the
fundamental sources, the Qur’an and Sunnah should always be referred to as primary
references besides additional reliance on modern knowledge and rational inquiries. It is
worth noting that reinterpretation of religious thought is also allowed in Islam as
opposed to the rigidity of thinking. Christian neo-orthodoxy and Islam present different
views and methods in interpreting scriptures and traditions in the light of modern
science and knowledge. Therefore, this research highlights the major theological issues
advocated by Christian neo-orthodoxy for the reconstruction of religious thought and

how they are different from Islamic position.



1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1.

How does the Christian neo-orthodoxy movement emerge and who are its
main proponents?

What are the main theological issues in its reconstruction of religious
thought?

How is the approach of Christian neo-orthodoxy on major theological issues

different from Islamic position?

1.3 OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH

The main objective of this study is to acquire a proper understanding about Christian

neo-orthodoxy and its religious thought on major theological issues. It also seeks to

achieve other objectives as follows:

1.

To highlight the emergence of Christian neo-orthodoxy and identify its
main proponents.

To explore the main theological issues raised by Christian neo-orthodoxy
in its attempts of reconstructing the Christian religious thought.

To explain the approach of Christian neo-orthodoxy on major theological

issues and to analyse it from the Islamic perspective.

1.4 JUSTIFICATION OF THE RESEARCH

This study attempts to explore the idea of reconstruction of religious thought in

Christian neo-orthodoxy. It will highlight the major theological issues advocated by the

main proponents of Christian neo-orthodoxy. It is hoped that this study is able to explain

the position of Christian neo-orthodoxy based on objective analysis. The reason for

selecting Christian neo-orthodoxy in this study is because there are not many works



done on its theological position. As far as this study is concerned, no study has been
done to analyze the major theological issues between Christian neo-orthodoxy and
Islam. By doing so, the research is able to the differences between the two trends; in

Christianity and Islam; of reconstruction movement.

1.5 THE SCOPE OF THE STUDY

This research is confined to the religious thought of Christian neo-orthodoxy. The
primary concern of this research is to discuss the emergence of Christian neo-orthodoxy
and the theological ideas proposed by its proponents. The research will primarily focus
on the major theological issues namely, the concept of God, the concept of the
Sinfulness of Man, the concept of Scriptures, and the concept of Salvation. An Islamic
analysis of these theological issues will also be measured and explored in order to

highlight the differences between the two trends; in Christianity and Islam.

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study is based on qualitative research. Thus, the collection of data involves library
research in which materials, such as, books, documents, articles, theses, dissertations,
seminar and conference papers, journals, online materials and reliable websites are
referred to. The study is basically descriptive in nature especially in explaining the
major theological issues of Christian neo-orthodoxy. Subsequently, the issues will be
compared and analysed from Islamic point of view. Therefore, the study involves both
comparative and analytical methods. Such methods are important to ensure that the
research is able to answer the research questions stipulated earlier and thus achieving

the research objectives.



1.7 LITERATURE REVIEW

As far as this research is concerned, there are few works related to Christian neo-
orthodoxy. However, these works do not specifically focus on the Christian neo-
orthodox position on major theological issues.

The historical background of Christian neo-orthodoxy and its prominent figures
can be found in a book entitled Modern Christian Thought: From the Enlightenment to
Vatican II° by James C. Livingston. This book highlights the major themes of Karl Barth
and Soren Kierkegaard’s theologies. It covers some of the major intellectual movements
in Christianity including neo-orthodoxy. The author traces briefly the historical setting
of the movement as exemplified in the thought of a number of major representative
thinkers. Overall, this book focuses on the developments in historical and philosophical
theology with encounters between Christian thought and modern philosophy, history
and the natural sciences. Although this book provides an explanation about the history
of Christian neo-orthodoxy, it is not gives sufficient information about the major
theological issues in Christian neo-orthodoxy.

Another source which traces the development of Christianity is the book entitled
Theology of the New Testament” written by Rudolf Bultmann. This book consists of two
parts. The first part, covers primarily about the history of Church during the early period
and the message of the Jesus regarding the idea about God. In the second part, the author
mentions about the creation, man, death, salvation, universality of sin and freedom of
sin. The book would be helpful for researcher in understanding the background of
Christianity and some theological issues. Nevertheless, there is no specific discussion

on Christian neo-orthodoxy in terms of its theological issues.

¢ James C. Livingston, Modern Christian Thought: From the Enlightenment to Vatican II, (New York:
Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1971), 301-342.
7 Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, (New York: Charles Scribners’s Son, 1951), 22.



Pertaining to the main figures in Christian neo-orthodoxy, the researcher has
reviewed a work of Philip Kennedy’s, entitled Twentieth-Century Theologians A New
Introduction to Modern Christian Thought®. This book exposed the ideas of the
twentieth-century modern theologians including Karl Barth, Paul Tillich, Karl Rahner
and many more. The author presents the idea of Karl Barth and Paul Tillich regarding
the concept of God. Nonetheless, the discussion in this book is descriptive in nature
with no comparison and analysis on ideas of each figure.

Another significant work that can be referred in understanding the Christian
theology is the book entitled Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular
Reason’written by John Milbank. The author extensively explains theology by
comparing it with other ideologies like liberalism, positivism and dialectics. The author
emphasizes that orthodox Christian position had been rejected because of the absorption
of modern and secular theory. Due to the acceptance of secular theory people replace
God with other ideology. In a nut shell, this book has restricted its discussion to explain
the challenges posed by the secular. It is a useful reference for this research in order to
trace the history of downfall of orthodox Christianity which led the emergence of
Christian neo-orthodoxy.

In addition, Christian Theology an Introduction'® by Alister E. McGrath is
among most internationally-acclaimed and popular Christian theological textbooks in
use today. The book has greatly facilitated researchers to understand the history of neo-

orthodoxy and Karl Barth’s theological points of view. This book also mentions the

8 Philip Kennedy, Twentieth-Century Theologians A New Introduction to Modern Christian Thought,
(New York: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2010), 69-84.

% John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990),
1-6.

10 Alister E.McGrath, Christian Theology an Introduction, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 106-
108.



theological movements during the enlightenment. Various movements emerged during
the modern period such as Romanticism, Marxism, Liberal Protestantism, Modernism,
Neo-orthodoxy, Liberation theology, Postmodernism and others. However, no
discussion on theological issues has been debated.

Another informative work that can be referred to in understanding historical
development of Christian neo-orthodoxy is the book entitled Christian Thought a
Historical Introduction'! by Chad Meister and J.B. Stump. It provides a broader context
for understanding the history of Christian ideas and their role in society. This book is
good for this study because the author not only discusses the historical part of
Christianity but also provides information about the idea of existentialism proposed by
Soren Kierkegaard, Karl Barth’s influence on neo-orthodoxy and how his ideas
influenced the society throughout the twentieth century. This book is useful for this
study in understanding more about the development of Christian thought and its
influence over the centuries.

For the purpose of highlighting the major theological issues in Christian neo-
orthodoxy, the researcher refers to the article written by Armin W.Schuetze entitled
Neo-Orthodoxy- The “New” Threat to Our Christian Heritage'?. The author argues that
Christian neo-orthodoxy is the renewal of orthodoxy. The author highlights how neo-
orthodoxy threatens the Christian heritage by undermining the significant role of
scripture and rendering all the doctrines uncertain. The author states that neo-orthodoxy
intends to bring the scriptures in line with current scientific and philosophical thinking.

Nevertheless, this article is limited to the issue of scriptures with no emphasis on other

1 Chad Meister and J.B. Stump, Christian Thought a Historical Introduction, (New York: Routledge,
Taylor & Francis Group, 2010), 441-454.

12 Armin W.Schuetze, “Neo-Orthodoxy- The “New” Threat to Our Christian Heritage”, (1962): 2-
5.<www.wlsessays.net/files/schuetzeneoorthodoxy.pdf> viewed on 22 October 2014.


http://www.wlsessays.net/files/SchuetzeNeoOrthodoxy.pdf

theological issues such as the concept of God, the concept of original sin and the concept
of salvation which are considered as major theological themes in Christianity.

A discussion on the concept of Sinfulness of Man or so called original sin can
be found in the work written by Kevin Bauder entitled Reinhold Niebuhr’s Neo-
orthodox Doctrine of Sin.'3 This article highlights the theological method brought by
Reinhold Niebuhr regarding the doctrine of sin. The author mentions that Niebuhr’s
theology is built upon a foundation that construct a mixture of commitments to the
immanent empirically verifiable sciences and the transcendence of biblical revelation.
The reconstruction of the doctrine of original sin by Niebuhr shifted from the personal
dimension to the social dimension so that those who follow his doctrine no longer
consider embracing the orthodox doctrine of sin. Despite of explaining Reinhold
Niebuhr‘s view on original sin, there is no comparative study between Niebuhr’s ideas
and those held by other neo-orthodoxy theologians.

In discussing more on major theological issues in Christian neo-orthodoxy, the
researcher highlights also unpublished Ph.D. dissertation written by Keeho Kim entitled
From Neo-Orthodoxy Theology to Rationalistic Deism: A Study of the Religious
Influences on the Development of John’s Rawls Political Philosophy'®. This thesis
explains the decline of liberal theology and the rise of neo-orthodoxy. However, this
work does not provide a comprehensive discussion on theological issues of neo-
orthodoxy. It just mentions the basic features of neo-orthodox theology with no details
explanation. The researcher will fill the gap by explaining issues with both comparative

and analytical methods.

13 Kevin Bauder, “Reinhold Niebuhr’s Neo-orthodox Doctrine of Sin,” (2011): 2-13 <www.academ
ia.edu/.../reinhold niebuhrs neo-or>viewed on 3 March 2015.

14 Keeho Kim, “From Neo-Orthodoxy Theology to Rationalistic Deism: A Study of the Religious
Influences on the Development of John’s Rawls Political Philosophy,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Baylor
University, 2012), 15-32.

10
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This research does not solely emphasize on historical setting and major
theological issues in Christian neo-orthodoxy but also compares and analyses on major
theological issues with Islamic approach. For the purpose of an Islamic analysis on the
theological issues in Christian neo-orthodoxy, the researcher refers to the book entitled
Human Nature in Islam’> by Yasien Mohamed. This book primarily addresses the
concept of fitrah from different perspectives. He further reveals the interpretation of
fitrah form various views such as neutral view, positive view, pedestrians view and
others, and compared specific elements of the dual, neutral and positive views of fitrah.
He also mentions secular theories of human nature and how Islam responded to
secularism. Thus, this book explores the concept of fitrah which could benefit
researcher in comparing the concept of sinfulness of man in Christian neo-orthodoxy
with Islamic approach.

In addition, the book written by Isma’il Raji Faruqi, al Tawhid: Its Implication
for Thought and Life'® is referred for highlighting the concept of God from an Islamic
perspective. The author explains comprehensively how God could be perceived clearly
through the concept of fawhid and its categorization of Rububiyyah, Ulihiyyah and
Asma’ waSifat. According to the author, man is the vicegerent in this world and was
given revelation as the tool to acknowledge God and also a direct and immediate
disclosure of what God wants him to realize on earth. This book can help the researcher
to encounter the Christian neo-orthodoxy views which claim God cannot be known and

perceived.

15 Yasien Mohamed, Human Nature in Islam, (Kuala Lumpur: A.S. Noorden, 1998), 15-20.
1T sma’il Raji Faruqi, al Tawhid: Its Implication for Thought and Life, (Herndon, VA.: International
Institute of Islamic Thought, 1995) 1-9.
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Moreover, the book entitled Studies in Qur’an'” edited by Mohamed Taher is
referred for understanding Qur’an as a revealed scripture. The author discusses about
Qur’an as a guide and a model for all humanity. He also points out that Qur’an is the
source of principles and rules which was originated from God and does not formulated
by man’s logical thinking and reasoning. The book is very helpful for the researcher in
order to discuss in details about the Qur’an.

Another significant source is a book entitled Fundamentals Under Qur’an'®
written by Mohammad Razi Khan Afridi. The author explains that Qur’an is not the
product of the Prophet’s speculation and thinking but it is the Word of God which was
communicated to Prophet through the process of Revelation. This is the essential book
for this study as the researcher acquires basic knowledge in understanding the concept
of revealed book of the Qur’an.

In conclusion, the abovementioned literatures concerned a lot of historical
background of Christianity movement. There are also few works highlight about the
Christian theological issues available. However, there is no specific study focusing the
position of Christian neo-orthodoxy on the major theological issues. At the same time,
as far as the study is concerned, there is no study that have been conducted in comparing
the differences between the two trends; in Christianity and Islam; of reconstruction

movement.

17 Mohamed Taher, (ed.), Studies in Qur’an, (New Delhi: Anmol Publications Pvt. Ltd., 1997), 1-3.
'8 Mohammad Razi Khan Afridi, Fundamentals under Qur’an, (New Delhi: Anmol Publications Pvt.
Ltd., 2006), 1-5.
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