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I. INTRODUCTION

Questions regarding the traditionally linked problems of the na-
ture of human knowing and the meaning of truth, both usually under-
stood in terms of human reason, have been asked at least since the
pre-Socratics. Pythagoras believed that theoretical, mathematilcal
thought was a purifier of the soul since it liberated people from
thinking about particulars to thinking about the permanent, ordered
world of numbers. Heraclitus argued that change was the product of
Reason since the soul's most important attribute was thought. Anaxa-
goras maintained that the mind was the rational principle that ordered
the matter of creation, while Democritus held that thought could be
explained as the movement of atoms. And of course the Sophist Prota-
goras believed that knowledge and truth were relative while Gorgilas
denied the existence of truth altogether. :

The "problem of knowledge" still confronts us today as volumes are
written exploring the nature of homo sapiens, intelligent man. One
need only look as far as The Reformed Journal to see evidence of the
continuing dialogue in Reformed Christian circles (see July, 1981 and
January, 1982, issues for example). This paper 1is written in the con-
text of such ongoing study, and is partially motivated by the vast im-
portance of theories of knowledge not only in scholarship but also in-
the everyday 1ife we encounter---for example, what it means to tell
the truth or what theory of truth is used in a court of law,or what
particular view of knowledge is implicit in the local school system.

This paper is a preliminary attempt to explore one particular
epistemology, namely that of G.C Berkouwer, who is acknowledged as one
of the foremost evangelical theologlans of recent years. Berkouwer
is of special interest because he stands in the tradition of Kuyper
and Bavinck and thus shows great affinity with the particular strand
of Reformed theology and philosophy that finds expression in the Refor-
mational scholarship of the Institute for Christian Studies.

In this project I will first describe Berkouwer's theologlcal me-
thod of co-relation. Then I will delineate and exposlte various clués,
as to Berkouwer's views on reason, knowledge, truth, etc., in the at-
tempt to identify the pieces of his epistemological puzzle. Following
that I will trace the contours of his epistemology by putting the
pleces of the puzzle together. I will conclude with an appralsal of
this entire endeavor. My_ggg§1§_;§_ihat_Betkouweris—ep%e%emeiogyj—
while failing to answe{ééfﬁiﬁiﬁ_}ﬂ?QEEéEE_Quﬁﬂ&lgn&_and_at~hlm§§_in:,
consistent, nevertheless shows unmistakable signs of a biblical and

integral position.

The purpose of this project is not only to give a conceptual over-
view of Berkouwer's epistemology but also to examine one aspect of
his thought so as better to ascertaln the shape and structure of his
theology and theological methodology. In addition, I hope thls study
will provide impetus for further investigations of both epistemology



and Berkouwer's theology.

II. DESCRIPTION OF BERKOUWER'S THEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY: THE
PRINCIPLE OF CO-RELATION

From my reading of Berkouwer thus far, the concept of relation,
specifically co-relation (or correlation) stands at the center of his
whole theological method and is the linchpin of his theology. In fact,
Lewls Smedes states that Berkouwer's "guilding principle" 1s that of co-
relation. Says Smedes, "Berkouwer does not set out his methodological
guldeIines in any formal prolegomena to this theology, but they are.
not hard to ferret out of his various volumes. They can be summed up
in his word 'co-relationship'".l. : '

Since correlation has been an often misunderstood term, and since
Berkouwer himself used it interchangeably with other words like 'con-
“nections' and 'relationship,' J.C. DeMoor in a recent study of Berk-
ouwer's theologlical method coins another term to designate what Berk-
ouwer was trying to capture with his use of 'correlation.' DeMoor
describes "the one and only theme which characterizes Berkouwer's en-
tire way of Theologizing™ as his "anti-polarity stance, his conviction
that there is no competition, no rivalry, between the sovereign (re)-
¢reative activity of God's gracious Word and Spirit and the free, res-
ponsive activity of human falth they evoke."2

Whichever term one prefers, Smedes points out that Berkouwer him-
self does not glve the concept any systematic explanation. LIKewise,
in a recent review of DeMoor's book, R. Vanderink makes the same point,
noting that while "complementary" or "non-polar" thinking 1s central .
to Berkouwer's thought, as for example in his. faith-revelatlon corre-
lation, "Berkouwer has never given a systematic account of his intui-
fively held méthod."5 DeMoor also notes the ambIguity surrounding the
word "correlation" and the paucity of Berkouwer's own articulated ex-
positions of what he meant by the term. DeMoor, however, proceeds in
his study to explicate what he conceives Berkouwer's ''deepest inten-
tions" to be in his use of the term. : : e

In my reading to date, I have found only one instance where Berk-
ouwer deals with the meaning and nature of correlation as such. There
he acknowledges his frequent use of correlation in an attempt to sug-
gest the nature of the connection, in this case, between faith and .
Justification, but states that :

1t [correlation] could be construed as a relation

in which both sides are mutually dependent and recip-
rocally effective. This sense destroys everything

true about the relationship between falth and justi-
fication. But the corrélation of which we speak 1in=-
volves a relationship which is unique, sui generis,
and which therefore must remain ultimately mysterious.u

Thus Berkouwer describes that concept which he employs so frequently

and which 1s so central to his theology as a mystery. It appears clear,
however, that Berkouwer did not mean by his use of correlation what.
modern theologians denote, e.g., Tillich or Bultmann, but rather "used



it as a word 'to express the sola fide principle of the Reformation'."5

-

While unable to define conclusively Berkouwer's motion of correla-
tion, we can still delineate various ways in which he employs the con-
cept. Most importantly, for Berkouwer, theology 1s correlated to faith,
which is to say that "theology does not work accordirg to its own inner-
evolved principle, nor according to self-selected norms, nor for its own
sake. Theology is in constant and dynamic relationship with faith."6
This means that theology is a "work of faith" and that its statements
must ‘be recognizable to the average believer as objects of faith, not
esoteric, unintelligible intellectualisms.

Theology is not finished when it has produced abstract
‘and profound thoughts about God that the simple believer
“can well dismiss from his own life of faith., Only those"

matters that the believer can and ought to confess as

his personal faith and which the church can proclaim as:
the faith_of the Gospel are the proper conclusions of
theology.7

In this regard, Berkouwer's faith-theology correlation can bhe
traced to his reaction against tThe rationalistic abstractions - and sys-
Q2EéE&E3E}2%_9l;BEi§ImQQ_§thla§flc_thinking*_ As DelMoor states, there
is a general consensus that Berkouwer's "revolutionary" theological
methodology can be attributed to "his radically negative attitude to-
ward speculative-scholasticism" and that therefore his chief accomplish-
ment was to liberate "Reformed theology from its bondage to the tyranny
of a speculative-scholastic kind of logic."8 In reacting against specu-
lative scholasticism, Berkouwer wished to return to the more practical,

pastoral, ‘and bibllcal sola Scriptura-sola fide approach of the: Refor—
mers.

In so doing, Berkouwer has been accused of belng too confessional
and his way of theologizing labelled as too intuitive and subjective.
Smedes notes that Berkouwer sometimes allows theology and faith to
"fade into an identification."9 DeMoor, in recounting the debate over
‘Berkouwer's ‘theology among recent Dutech scholars, describes the same
critique.10 1In fact one cannot help but conclude”upon reading Berk-
ouwer that an overriding theme of his theology is that only in faith
can one truly understand, 1.e., only with the eyes of faith can one
“discern the way of truth. Hence this fundamental epistemological cor-
relatidn has Ied to The questioning of the "scientific status" of Berk-
cuwer's theology.

Concretely, Berkouwer's faith/theology correlation means that -
theology shouId be done in comstant relation with and as a response to
the 5 A . wever,
this relativity, needless to say, is quite another thing
than philosophical relativism; it refers simply to the
relation of a thing to something other than itself.

Theology is relative to the Word of God. This relativity
i1s decisive for the method and significance of theology.
It means that theology is occupied in continuous atten-




tive and obedient listening to the Word of God...
Theology is not a complex system constructed for
their own entertainment by scholars- in the quiet re-
treat of their ivory towers. It must have signifi-
cance for the unguiet times; but it can achieve its
proper relevance only in obedient attentiveness, not
to the times first of all, but to the Word.ll

The correlation of faith to theology also means that theology
should be done in relation to the Church's confessions and creeds.
While aware of the danger of compromising the authority of Scripture
by placing undue emphasis on the confessions or creeds, and viewing
them as a point of orientation within the framework of the correlation
of theology to the Word, Berkouwer nonetheless is a committed confes-
sional theologian who calls the Church to keep asking "what the creeds,
in their human and fallible form and content, intended to teach regard-
ing the Gospel."12 Time and again Berkouwer examines the confessions
to see what was the original intent and meaning, usually finding them
to be helpful if correctly understood.l

Thirdly, Berkouwer's correlation faith and theology concretely
means that theology lives in relation to the pulpit of the church,
which is to say that theology must be preachable. "Tts only genuine
vocation is to keep the message of the Word straight” for the sake of
the preacher."lq This also accounts for why Berkouwer refuses to en-
gage In "abstract reasoning" and has such antipathy for scholastic,
speculative approaches in theology. For Berkouwer, theology must not
‘result in intellectual satisfaction in having solved a difficult mental
“‘exercise, but should eventuate in a song of praise, a doxolog{ in
‘which the kerygma of God's grace is proclaimed to the Church. 5 Thus
by virtue of Berkouwer's correlation of faith with theology, theology
is also implicitly correlated to Scripture, the confessions, and the
pulpit.

With respect to specific theological problems and issues, Berk-
ouwer methodically, consistently applies hils correlation principle in.
his attempt to avoid false bifurcations, illegitimately posed problems,
and abstract, speculative thinking. For example, Berkouwer co-relates
faith with justification, grace, and salvation (Faith and Justification);
faith with sanctification and law (Faith and Sanctification); faith
with perseverance and God's faithfulness (Faith and Perseverance);
justification with sanctification (Faith and Justification chap. 4,
Faith and Sanctification, chap. 2); faith with knowledge of divine
providence (Providence chaps. 2,6); faith with revelation (Providence
chap. 8, General Fevelation chaps. 7,8,10,11); and faith with true
knowledge of humankind (Man chaps. 1,2,3,6,10). It can thus be clearly
seen, even from this limited example of Berkouwer's writings, how pre-
valent and important his method of correlation is to his theology.

III. CLUES AS TO BERKOUWER'S EPISTEMOLOGY: IDENTIFYING THE PIECES
OF THE PUZZLE

A, "Critique of Rationalism

As stated in the previous section, Berkouwer's theological metho-
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dology is a reaction to rationalistic, scholastic, speculative think-
ing. 1In many places this 1s evident as Berkouwer criticizes rational-
ism and the autonomy of reason. With respect to the eighteenth cen-
tury Berkouwer criticizes the "Enlightenment-dominated intellectual
life," as for example in Schleiermacher, in which there was a "reduc-
tion to essentials' in theology in order to eliminate the biblical
witness to the reality of Satan, demonic. forces, evil, ete.16 Like-
wise in speaking of the nineteenth century Berkouwer states that,

It became more and more evident, however, that this
neutrality was itself a form of prejudice and that
thgigﬂrll_—__&__’omof_rgﬁggpyas one of the main p'ma,jud'ioes.
They declared the world to be without God and without
- his sovereignty and without his law. .But they were
talking of the independent world and did not see that

the world is not to be understood without the revelation
of God.l7 ‘

\

Berkouwer also characterizes the twentieth century as an age of
scientism and "the triumph of reason." He describes the real bias
behind modern Protestantism as "the principle of autonomy, of the su-
premacy of human reason and of the synthesis of this principle and the
fragments of the Christian faith," citing Tillich and Bultmann as
prime examples.l8 Berkouwer criticizes the secularization of Western
culture by pointing, like Dooyeweerd, to the influence of the sclence-
motif, i.e., "the influence of modern natural science on man's falth
in God," lamenting that "for man under the spell of popularized natu-
ral science the reality of God has been deftly relegated to the irre-
levance of the pre-scientific age."19

With respect to specific theological issues, this becomes more
obvious. Berkouwer refutes the efficacy of a rationalistic approach
in understanding the harmony and profundity of the correlaticn of
faith and grace.20 He also repudiates any "non-believing reasoned
concept of Providence" in which human reascn can independent of God's
revelation know hls working in creation and history.2l -

With regard to the problem of evil Berkouwer declares that all
theodicy is in principle unacceptable and worthless because it ab-
stracts thought from revelation. Rather, Berkouwer states, "Contra-
dicting all autonomy of thought, he [Paul] reminds us that the living
God is not to be subjected to the judgment of man and not to be grasp-
ed in the compass of experiential reality."22 Likewise Berkouwer dis-
avows domination of scripture by "human reascn and autonomy" in affir-
ming its authority, trustworthineSs, reliability, and importance.23

In criticizing rationalism Berkouwer also wants to avoid the
"abyss of irrationalism" and thus escape any ping-pong false dilemma.
In reaction to rationalism, irrationalism has asserted that life can-
not be understood by reason since there is no certainty to life. Says
Berkouwer,

For'that reason irrationalism is not 1less dangerous than
rationalism for the Christian faith. We are therefore
unable to choose between rationalism and irrationalism...



Not only rationalism but also this irrationalism is a
serious foe of the Christian faith. For the Christian
faith proclaims a wonderful certainty in the midst of
all the uncertainties of hﬁman hearts, making men see
beyond the ruins of time.?2

Thus it is plainly evident that Berkouwer 1s critical of the modern
concept of reason and the overimportance given to it, particularly in
theology.

B. The Limits of Reason

In contrast to the autonomy and unlimited nature of reason charac-
teristic of rationalism--Berkouwer posits that reason rightly under-
stood has definite limits beyond which one should not or cannot go.
‘This comes across in manifold ways and contexts. With respect to
general revelation Berkouwer warns against any speculation, asserting
that "the Scriptures teach us to be modest in our thinking.... They
limit us to the utterances of God to prevent us from golng astray in
our thinking."25

In speaking of providence as sustenance Berkouwer criticizes

Schilder for reasoning "in an abstract-hypothétical fashion about those

ings which are outside the bounds of Divine revelation., Such reason-
ing is certain to do injustice to Biblical revelation."2 Berkouwer
maintains that one must stop at the limits of revelation and confess
that the distinction between creation and sustenance is a mystery that:
is not conceivable. With respect to providence as concurrence Berk-
ouwer also resists any "rational cocnclusion. which staticizes His [God's]
activity. e’

With regard to the problem of evil and attempts to articulate a
theodicy Berkouwer likewise posits limitation to reason. "The problem
of theodicy is insoluble outside of a faith that knows the limits of
human reason."28 1In this connection Berkouwer explores three "boun-
dary" issues--God's wrath, human guilt, and the Church's doxolegy in
the face of an evil world--and in each case affirms the Church's con-
fessions in spite of supposed logical contradictions. According to
Berkouwer, to go the route of autonomous reason one can resolve the
problems posed by theodicy

only by summoning a rationalistically construed God
before the judgment of human reason, or, in irrational-
istic reaction; by submissicn to the arbitrariness of
the whimsical god of fate.29

Berkouwer follows a similar path in his discussion of the origin
of sin. He calls it one of the "deepest mysteries of the whole Bib-
lical witness" and "the heaviest cross of reason."30 Says Berkouwer,

it is impossible for us to set forth the relatlon

of God to human sin in a raticnally clear system; but
1limits are always drawn and these eliminate certain
solutions which are in conflict, no matter how logical
they may appear, with the nature of divine revelation.3l



On this score Berkouwer also cites Calvin who "recognises here the
limits of our thinking...and bows before revelation, which 1s pers-
picuous enough for him who will humbly listen to it."32

Berkouwer also refers to the limits of intellectual understanding
and the concomitant necessity of confessing the "mysteries of the
faith" with respect to eternal 1life, the in-between-state, the resur-
rection-of the body, angels, humankind's inextricable' relatlon to God, 33
the high priestly work of Christ, the doctrine of gerseveﬁance‘of:the
saints, 3% and the correlation of falth and grace.3

.Because of his view of reason as limited, Berkouwer 1s adamantly
opposed:to any "abstract" or "speculative" reasoning, i.e., reasoning
beyond.the proper bounds imposed by faith and revelation. He provides

an example of tb;rgggugﬁﬁiigﬁ_§g%culativeArPAaning in-his discussion': -
~ of the reallty of perseverance. 5478peculation begins, states Berk-
ouwer, when perseverance is interpreted in terms of cause and effect,
thereby implying a view of perseverance as an '"ontic work of God that,
because 1t once is, will always continue to be." Such a view makes
perseverance. "an-abstract, objective thing, isolated from the full
reality of God's work of preservation in its manifold connections.":
Such an "ontology of perseverance" tends furthermore, says: Berkouwer,
to foster the following kind of reasoning: "What 1s once présent in:
human life-never disappears; the leopard does hot change his spots.”

Because of such an approach, there is no profound gratitude for
or amazement of God's faithfulness in spite of our stubborn backsli-
ding. Berkouwer relates one of his most striking personal experiences
from his days in the pastorate to illustrate his point. Having deduced
what would happen from what was supposed to be already present, the
parents of an allenated baptized member of his parish took for granted
the eventual restoration of thedr child and hénce:could :not be thank-
ful for God's faithfulness and grace in perseverance. Concludes
Berkouwer,"If we make perseverance the object of thought in the form
of causal reasoning, we are doomed to corrupt it. Once this has been
done, we can no longer comfort others with the doctrine of persever- -
ance, or be comforted by it." i

In contrast, Berkouwer begins his approach to the problem with
the affirmation of the falthfulness of God's grace and his preserva-
tion of his saints. Perseverance and preservation, argues Berkouwer,
are -merely two sides of the same coin, intimately correlated. States
Berkouwer, ' : ' '

it is an indication of the deeply religious attitude of

the Reformed.doctrine that it has not seen the constancy

of God's faithfulness and the perseverance of.the saints. '~ =
dualistically:, as two separate, or at best two complemen-- >
tary thinis, but that it has seen them in a unigue cor-
relation. 37 _

Causal logic, divorced from the life of faith, may not "interpret this
dogmatic insight [ pefseverance] as a.new gnosis, a new piece of know-
ledge which 1s self-validating" since it is "something quite different:!:






