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Introduction: Post-War, 
Post-Fundamentalist Evangelical 
Theology
If the aftermath of the Scopes Trial wit-
nessed a perceived decline in the public 
fortunes of fundamentalism,2 the after-
math of the Second World War marked 
the meteoric climb to prominence of 
a post-fundamentalist movement, one 
whose immediate origins are traced to the 
establishment of the National Association 
of Evangelicals in 1942, but which became 
most broadly identifi ed with the work of 
evangelist Billy Graham.3 This movement4 
was post-fundamentalist in that, while it 
sought to retain the essential theological 
commitments of such men as William Bell 
Riley and Curtis Lee Laws, it rejected the 
separatism and elitism characteristic of 
some of the fundamentalists and it longed 
for less dogmatism on peripheral theologi-
cal issues, such as the nature of millennial 
expectations.5 

Harold John Ockenga, one of the 
prime movers of the new coalition, was 
convinced that what was needed was “a 
progressive fundamentalism with an ethi-
cal message.”6 This became the passionate 
concern of the rising breed of conservative 
leadership. There soon followed respect-
able journals, such as Christianity Today, 
top-notch seminaries, such as Fuller and 
Trinity, and new forums for theological 
discourse, such as the Evangelical Theo-
logical Society. But one thing was needed 

in order for these to accomplish their 
purpose—the arrival of a new generation 
of intellectuals who could preserve the 
accomplishments of those who had gone 
before,7 but who would not be restricted 
by the doctrinal eccentricities characteris-
tic of the more intransigent and separatist 
fundamentalists. The one man who soon 
rose to the top of this new cadre of intel-
lectual leaders was Carl F. H. Henry.8 

Carl Henry began teaching at Northern 
Baptist Seminary in 1942, shortly after 
receiving his Th.D. degree from that 
institution.9 Seven years later he would 
add a Ph.D., earned at Boston University. 
In the meantime he moved to the faculty 
of the newly founded Fuller Theological 
Seminary in 1947 and published his fi rst 
infl uential volume, The Uneasy Conscience 

of Modern Fundamentalism. This book 
would identify him clearly as a member 
of historic American evangelicalism, but 
would at the same time call evangelicals 
to take a hard look at the problematic 
aspects of fundamentalism. Over the next 
four decades or so, few American theolo-
gians would make as many contributions 
in publishing (many books, including his 
magnum opus, God, Revelation and Author-

ity), teaching (at Fuller, Eastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, and several guest 
professorships), editing (as editor of Chris-

tianity Today and various symposia), and 
as a statesman for evangelical missions, 
theology and ethical concerns (through 
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World Vision). Henry’s multi-fold con-
tribution to evangelical Christianity and 
his articulate resistance of theological 
liberalism and reductionism have become 
proverbial. 

Carl Henry as the New Modernist
It has been fi fty-eight years since the 

publication of Carl Henry’s first theo-
logical book. One of the new twists in the 
discussion about and among post-funda-
mentalists is the allegation that some of 
the leading lights of the post-World War 
II evangelical theological renaissance 
are employing a theological method 
that is informed by or even governed by 
Enlightenment models of rationality and 
discourse. This is a rather remarkable 
indictment, since evangelicals have long 
claimed to reject most of Enlightenment 
epistemology due to its autonomous, 
humanistic, and non-theistic tendencies. 
It seems worth considering, then, whether 
evangelicals have been forthright in their 
claims to reject Cartesian or Kantian 
methods of inquiry or epistemology, or 
whether it might be the case that the 
demon they excommunicated through the 
front door was in fact allowed to return 
by the servants’ entrance.

Oddly enough, Carl Henry has become 
the candidate of choice for critics seeking 
to implicate evangelical theology in this 
new modernism. He has been at the fore-
front of evangelicalism’s attempts to carve 
out a scholarly theological alternative to 
the reductionist traditions that are cur-
rent in Continental theology. This alone 
has made him a marked man. But more 
than this, Henry’s tendency to write in a 
polemical fashion on the topics of revela-
tion, anthropology, and the doctrine of 
God has resulted in more attention being 
paid to him than to those who have been 

less committed to apologetics in these 
sensitive areas. 

One of the first thinkers to accuse 
Henry of being a modernist was Hans 
Frei.10 He noted that theological typol-
ogy and theological method cut across 
the ordinary lines of distinction between 
liberal and conservative paradigms. “For 
example, a contemporary liberal theolo-
gian like David Tracy of the University of 
Chicago will look more like a conservative 
and evangelical theologian such as Carl 
Henry than he will like many a fellow 
liberal in regard to the basic affi rmation 
that theology must have a foundation that 
is articulated in terms of basic philosophi-
cal principles.”11 Since Henry’s theological 
method incorporates many features of 
rational discourse, the Yale theologian 
categorizes him with others who deploy 
similar methodology, regardless of the 
actual content of their theological system. 
Frei observes that Henry criticized Karl 
Barth for his failure to submit his theologi-
cal refl ections to “the law of contradiction, 
the so-called congruity postulate, and 
the criterion that all propositions must 
be arrangeable in the form of axioms and 
theorems.”12 This sort of intellectual move 
constitutes suffi cient grounds for Frei to 
lump the evangelical theologian with the 
revisionist Tracy.

Several evangelical scholars have also 
posited that Henry has made concessions 
to the modernist Weltbild. Stephen Spencer 
of Wheaton College wrote, “Carl F. H. 
Henry’s writings display this recourse 
to modernist epistemology as the sole 
alternative to subjectivism and relativism 
(whether modernist or postmodernist), 
despite Henry’s frequent criticisms of 
modernism and his call for us to reject 
both modernism and postmodernism.”13 

Spencer then claims that evangelicals who 
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hold such views believe that “Christian 
[sic] have no right to proclaim Christianity 
universally true without fi rst establishing 
its truthfulness—which seems to mean 
proving it [to] them [sic].”14 In other words, 
such Enlightenment-influenced evan-
gelicals equate the apologetic task of the 
church with its dogmatic task. In contrast 
to what he believes he sees in the meth-
odology of Henry, Spencer proposes that 
“truth is not objective, if that means that 
it is self-existing or impersonal, abstract. 
Rather, truth is rooted in the triune God. 
Truth is what this tri-personal God knows 
and says. . . . Truth is personal because 
God is truth.”15 Spencer seems to be say-
ing that “evangelical modernists,” such as 
Henry, have forgotten this fact.16

Evangelical theologian Roger Olson 
notes that several conservative theolo-
gians, among them Carl Henry, believe 
that “in revelation God communicates 
information about himself in factual 
statements or in language the meaning of 
which can be expressed in factual state-
ments.”17 He further, correctly, observes 
that Henry argues that the acts of God 
left to themselves would not provide an 
adequate basis for the knowledge of God 
since they would be ambiguous. What is 
needed is act plus interpretation. Olson 
finds this dissatisfactory, since, in his 
assessment, Henry is arguing that the 
“main purpose of revelation, so it would 
seem, is to communicate correct doc-
trine so that we humans will think right 
thoughts about God.”18

Donald Bloesch insists that there is a 
rationalistic trajectory in much of evangel-
ical theology. Modern theologians, under 
the infl uence of Enlightenment rational-
ism, have incorporated methodologies 
which are explicitly founded upon either 
“the logic of deduced conclusions . . . or 

the logic of evidential confi rmations.”19 
In this they often allow philosophical 
concerns to determine the form of their 
theological methodology.20 Allowing that 
he agrees with Henry in his concern about 
arguments from empirical evidence and 
his warnings about biblical obscurantism, 
he insists that Henry reduces Christianity 
to a “logical system that rests on unde-
monstrated axioms (presuppositionalism) 
rather than a fellowship of faith whose 
witness is always reformable and open-
ended.”21 Gordon Clark has called for a 
new evangelical rationalism in his various 
writings and is in some ways the paceset-
ter for this model.22 For Clark, theology is 
a deductive enterprise, “deriving conclu-
sions from given rational principles.”23 
Norman Geisler, similarly, fi nds the law 
of noncontradiction reigning “sovereignly 
and universally over all thinking and 
speaking about God.”24 Bloesch argues 
that Carl Henry has provided real assis-
tance to evangelicals in identifying the 
ontological immanentalism of modern 
theology and in warning the church about 
capitulating to the dangers of modernity, 
but he has not been circumspect enough 
to avoid epistemological immanentalism 
and he has in effect called the church 
to “a return to the rationalistic idealism 
of the early Enlightenment.”25 Further, 
Henry’s strong focus on propositional 
revelation drives him to fi nd the unity in 
Scripture in a “logical system of shared 
beliefs.”26 Bloesch insists that this places 
too much emphasis on the rational aspect 
of revelation. In Bloesch’s opinion, other 
evangelicals could be added to this 
group of rationalists,27 as could the work 
of certain thinkers out of a more liberal 
tradition, such as Pannenberg,28 whose 
theology allows the world “to become 
another criterion for faith beside the God 
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of the Bible.”29

The most wide-ranging indictment 
of Henry as a modern thinker has been 
offered by James William McClendon, 
Jr. This theologian argues that Henry’s 
theological method fi ts neatly into the 
modern paradigm, as his “philosophi-
cal work” is characterized by the “four 
recurrent marks” of that epistemological 
paradigm: it is “human-centered, univer-
salizable, reductionist, and foundational-
ist.”30 Modern thought is anthropocentric in 
that it makes human nature the measure 
of all things.31 It tends to universaliza-

tion by assuming that “what matters for 
anybody must matter for everybody.”32 
This tendency assumes that one set of 
experiences will provide the norm for 
the rest of culture, and is, thus, “imperi-
alistic” in its approach to knowledge.33 
Further, modern thought is reductionist 
in its tendency to reduce everything to 
its components in a manner analogous to 
the scientifi c tendency to reduce analysis 
to molecules, atoms and subatomic par-
ticles, (an approach found in Positivism),34 
rather than to widen the angle to a more 
expansive investigation.35 

The fourth of McClendon’s attributes 
of modernist thought requires a bit more 
comment. Foundationalism refers to the 
tendency of Cartesian and, to some extent, 
Lockean epistemologies to construct all of 
knowledge upon self-evident and indu-
bitable foundations.36 It is the attempt to 
fi nd an Archimedean Point from which 
one’s entire system can be recursively 
built. Descartes wistfully proffered, “I 
shall have the right to entertain high 
hopes, if I am fortunate enough to fi nd 
only one thing which is certain and indu-
bitable.”37 Descartes sought to ground his 
system in a set of rational fi rst principles, 
principles which were, then, metaphysical 

in orientation. An empiricist version of 
this passion for epistemological certainty 
is found in Locke. 

Let us then suppose the mind to 
be, as we say, white paper, void of 
all characters without any ideas: 
How then comes it to be furnished? 
. . . First, our Senses, conversant 
about particular sensible objects, do 
convey to the mind several distinct 
perceptions of things. . . . And thus 
we come by those ideas we have of 
yellow, white, heat, cold, soft, hard, bit-
ter, sweet, and all those which we call 
sensible qualities.38

There does seem to be less of the indu-
bitable triumphalism in this project than 
that which is proposed by Descartes, but 
certainly similar ideas are found here. 
The empirical form of foundationalism 
came to its most consistent expression in 
the logical positivism of such fi gures as 
Carnap, Ayer, and the early Wittgenstein. 
Wittgenstein began the Tractatus with the 
observation, “The world is all that is the 
case.”39 After spending seventy tortuous 
pages delineating what can and cannot be 
included in his theory of the declarative 
sentence, he concluded it with, “What we 
cannot speak about we must consign to 
silence.”40 Common to both the Cartesian 
and the positivist systems is the belief 
that philosophy is “largely an exercise in 
epistemology.”41

The foundationalist enterprises of 
Descartes and of positivism constituted a 
search for a rational or empirical starting 
point which was clear, indubitable, and 
noninferential, a starting point whose 
delineation would then set the pattern 
for the philosophical edifi ce which each 
would then construct.42 But this approach 
to epistemology has been dealt severe 
blows by recent thinkers, particularly 
thinkers in the Anglo-American tradition. 
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Early criticisms were offered by William 
James and Charles Sanders Peirce, each 
of whom contended in his own way that 
the purpose of philosophical inquiry was 
not the articulation of epistemological 
grounds for knowledge, but was that it 
be a tool for the clarifi cation of thinking 
in order that habits of practical conduct 
could be reformulated.43 Wittgenstein, 
though, delivered the most telling blow to 
the foundationalist project. Rejecting his 
earlier positivist conclusions, in which he 
believed he had solved all philosophical 
problems, the Cambridge professor now 
proposed that language was not a picture 
of reality, but rather that languages were 
local realms of discourse which had ulti-
mately pragmatic purposes, and which 
must then be evaluated only within the 
limits of each such local discourse.44 
Since there is no metalanguage, with one 
universal key to determining all of real-
ity, specifi c languages are only sets of 
social pragmatics marked out by specifi c 
communities of discourse.45 Philosophy, 
now, for Wittgenstein, was the attempt to 
remove the bewitchment to understand-
ing caused by language. This means 
that there is no such thing as fi nal truth, 
construed as correspondence to reality, 
since each community of discourse does 
nothing more than attempt to mark out, 
in a coherent fashion, the language game46 
which is endemic to that community. At 
best, truth is judged by the coherence of 
the game, or perhaps only as that which 
works.47 The search for indubitable and 
noninferential foundations to universal 
truth claims, it would seem, had now been 
permanently banished from the fi eld of 
respectable intellectual inquiry.

For McClendon, these four matters 
constitute the criteria of the modernist 
epistemological gestalt. Exactly why he 

chooses just these issues as the essential 
crystallizations of modernism rather than 
others, such as specifi c conceptualizations 
of rationality or human epistemological 
autonomy over against revealed theol-
ogy, is not clear from his presentation.48 

The exact constitution of the “modernist 
paradigm” is a matter about which there 
is no common consent among theologians 
and philosophers. The purpose here is to 
examine the manner in which he indicts 
Henry on these counts; and he does 
believe that Henry has committed himself 
to the modernist paradigm. “It is helpful 
to compare Henry with Descartes: though 
their thought is not identical, whether it 
be rationalism, dualism, the philosophi-
cal role of God, or the role of ideas that 
correspond to reality by divine guaran-
tee, Henry will be ranked as a twentieth 
century Cartesian.”49

McClendon accuses Henry of being 
anthropocentric in that he grants to the 
imago Dei a “central role.”50 Henry’s phi-
losophy is universalizing in the place he 
gives to the role of reason. Henry is also a 
reductionist, a fact that can be seen in his 
tendency to reduce “Scripture’s content 
to rational propositions.”51 According to 
McClendon, he is a foundationalist, as can 
be seen in his commitment to “the archi-
tectonic [system] with its threefold foun-
dation.”52 These thinkers have claimed 
that Henry is a modernist, a Cartesian, 
a Rationalist. Is such an asseveration 
justifi ed?

Carl Henry on Reason, Truth, and 
Foundations

Henry’s discussions of these issues is 
so expansive that one faces an impossible 
task to address the matter within the 
space limitations of a study such as this. 
But this section of the discussion will 
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attempt to summarize his views on the 
specifi c issues which have been raised: the 
nature of truth, the role of human reason in 
theology, and the problem of the founda-

tions of Christian theology.
Henry uses the word reason to refer 

simply to “man’s intellect, mind or cog-
nitive powers.”53 It is not, however, to be 
widened to include everything that is not 
irrational. He views reason in theology 
as an instrument for recognizing truth, 
though not as a source of truth or as a 
tool for constructing models of cognition 
based on the autonomous refl ection on 
empirical data or on universal principles 
not derived from Scripture. The very 
notion of revelation “gives no quarter to 
the idealistic illusion that human reason is 
intrinsically capable of fashioning eternal 
truth.”54 Reason is “man’s logical capac-
ity.”55 Again, “Christian doctrines are not 
derived from experimental observation 
or from rationalism, but from God in his 
revelation.”56 As a means of recognizing 
truth, reason can serve a verification 
role, a way of testing the truth claims of 
Christianity,57 since it has the ability to 
“recognize and elucidate” truth, but even 
the divine image in humans does not 
enable them either to intuit or generate 
truth claims.58 

The epistemological foundation of the 
Christian faith is divine revelation. This 
revelation is “rational communication 
conveyed in intelligible ideas and mean-
ingful words, that is, in conceptual-verbal 
form.”59 Henry rejects the Kantian attempt 
to deny that humans can have knowledge 
of God or of doctrinal truths. He skirts 
the Kantian epistemological bifurcation, 
which claims knowledge only for that 
which is phenomenal and posits faith 
alone as the means of encountering the 
realm of noumena, by asserting that God, 

in his divine condescension, has done 
what would otherwise be impossible—he 
has made true theological knowledge 
and true knowledge of himself available 
to humanity through Scripture.60 This 
revelation is available to believing reason. 
For him, faith and reason are not to be 
divorced. “If reason is the precondition 
of all intelligible experience, then it will 
be necessary to avoid the divorce of faith 
and logic.”61 This is not the same, though, 
as saying that the Bible will allow a “total 
correlation of reality, reason, meaning and 
progress with the providence of empirical 
scientifi c methodology.”62 The mind can 
receive true knowledge through revela-
tion in Scripture, though this knowledge 
will not be exhaustive or fi nal. “Divine 
revelation does not completely erase 
God’s transcendent mystery, inasmuch 
as God the Revealer transcends his own 
revelation.”63 It is also the case that every 
interpreter is potentially fallible. Every 
interpretation must be open to the reform-
ing, correcting work of God’s revelation 
in Scripture.64 Henry has no sympathy 
with positivism, whether theological or 
scientifi c.65

Henry has repeatedly observed that the 
language of the Bible is clear and under-
standable and is in the form of “objectively 
intelligible statements.”66 He is not sym-
pathetic with Barth’s concern that human 
language is an inadequate vehicle for the 
communication of divine truth. “If lan-
guage is the product of sin, conditioned 
by man’s perverted nature and unsuit-
able even when revelation grasps it, there 
arises the question whether God would or 
could use it.”67 That does not mean that 
the “words we use are identical with the 
objects they designate,” but rather that 
we can have some confi dence that God 
would not deceive us by using language 
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that has no real correspondence to real-
ity.68 Furthermore, Henry observes that 
the Bible does not present us an “extended 
treatise” on religious epistemology, and 
does not endorse a “single correct system 
of epistemology,” and so it would be 
“unjustifi able to identify any one scheme 
as biblical.”69

Henry is convinced that theology can 
be constructed without appeal to a dia-
lectical method and without conceding 
that doctrines contradict one another. He 
affi rms that it may be diffi cult at times for 
theologians to understand the relation-
ship between such doctrines as divine 
election and human responsibility, but he 
will not concede that they fl atly contradict 
one another. He appeals to the law of non-
contradiction, not to determine the truth 
of revelation, but only as a negative test 
for truth.70 “Logical consistency is not a 
positive test of truth, but a negative test; 
if it were a positive test, logical consis-
tency would accredit all views, however 
confl icting, that consistently follow from 
differing starting points.”71

Is Henry, then, a rationalist? That 
would depend on what one means by the 
term. Henry did not reject the designation 
for himself, as long as he had the right to 
give his own defi nition of the term.72 Cer-
tainly he was convinced that the biblical 
revelation was credible and reasonable, 
rather than incredible and irrational.

The main issue for the intellectual 
world is whether the biblical rev-
elation is credible; that is, are there 
good reasons for believing it? I am 
against the paradox mongers and 
those who emphasize only personal 
volition and decision. They tell us 
we are to believe even in the absence 
of good reasons for believing. Some 
even argue that to seek to give good 
reasons for the faith within us is a 
sign of lack of trust or an exercise in 
self-justifi cation. This is nonsense. 

Against any view that faith is merely 
a leap in the dark, I insist on the 
reasonableness of Christian faith 
and the “rationality” of the living, 
self-revealed God.73

Henry then affi rms that revelation is 
rational, but he denies that one can con-
struct theology on positivist or rationalist 
grounds. Henry’s rationalism is more in 
line with the Anglo-American tradition, 
in which reason functions as a means of 
coming to truth, but does not itself pro-
vide the content of truth, an approach 
one fi nds in the Continental tradition of 
Descartes and Kant. Reason is functional, 
not normative or teleological. Further, his 
presuppositionalism served as a coun-
terpoint to his understanding of reason, 
a commitment on his part which further 
insulates him from falling prey to tradi-
tional forms of autonomous rationalism.

McClendon’s paper raised one other 
important issue—Henry’s use of the imago 

Dei. McClendon contends that Henry’s 
repeated appeal to this makes humans 
the measure of all things. Henry contends 
that the universe has its ground in the 
divine Logos, which is the source of cre-
ation. The fi rst chapter of John notes that 
the Logos is the creator and it also affi rms 
that this Logos enlightens the mind of 
every person, making knowledge pos-
sible.74 This guarantee of human rational-
ity is most clearly detected in the Bible’s 
teaching about the imago Dei. While the 
imago contains various elements—spiri-
tual, rational, moral—it is the rational that 
holds priority. This means that humans 
come equipped with the formal realiza-
tion that truth and error, right and wrong, 
and God and not-God are actual objective 
distinctions.75 Anthropology, in Henry’s 
opinion, is one of the most volatile areas 
of contemporary theology. 



51

The contemporary view regards 
man’s conceptual apparatus as a 
by-product of experience shaped 
by the evolutionary past. Moreover, 
it claims to derive all the content 
of human knowledge solely from 
empirical considerations. Ever since 
Darwin, man’s reason has been rou-
tinely assigned an animal ancestry, 
and since Freud the deepest com-
mitments of his psyche have been 
anchored in myth.76

It seems pretty clear that a major reason 
for Henry’s detailed discussion of this 
issue arises from the place anthropology 
has assumed in contemporary thought, 
whether in the realm of theological dis-
course or sociological discourse. Carl 
Henry holds to a form of the correspon-
dence theory of human understanding, 
but a form of correspondence that is modi-
fi ed by his presuppositionalism and by his 
understanding of divine revelation. What 
the human mind knows does have some 
correspondence to that which is real, for 
“if the human mind cannot know reality 
itself, but only what corresponds to it, the 
consequence would seem to be skepti-
cism.”77 White concludes, “Henry offers 
a modification of the correspondence 
theory of truth, . . . [a] correspondence 
understanding in terms of divine revela-
tion, which gives us reality in true cor-
respondence.”78

Critical Assessment: Is Carl Henry 
a Modernist?

Is Carl Henry a modernist? Is he a 
modern incarnation of Descartes? Is his 
theology anthropocentric, universalist, 
reductionist, and foundationalist? The 
charge of anthropocentrism is unfounded. 
One cannot read (or even skim, since few 
have actually read all of it) his six-vol-
ume God, Revelation and Authority and 
not come away with the impression that 

God is majestic and sovereign and that 
this is a theology which sees God as high 
and lifted up. That Henry spends a great 
amount of time dealing with such issues 
as the imago Dei is not in itself proof that 
this is an anthropocentric theology. Few 
thinkers have accorded the image of God 
in humans as much attention as did Emil 
Brunner, who also construed the imago 

Dei as an apologetic point of contact, but 
McClendon does not paint him with the 
brush of “modernity.” Henry makes it 
clear that his concerns over anthropol-
ogy are apologetic and polemical, but it 
is pretty clear that his dogmatic project is 
not determined simply by such polemical 
concerns, and it seems certain that his 
methodology does not locate “morality 
and reality alike in human beings,”79 but 
in the sovereign God.

Does Henry’s approach to doing pro-
legomena and speaking directly to the 
question of truth refl ect an Enlighten-
ment model of Christian epistemology?80 
Several responses to this question seem to 
be called for. First, does it not seem rather 
that Henry’s formulations refl ect the need 
to reply to Enlightenment objections to 
Christianity? The “modern” situation has 
raised questions not broached in earlier 
times in the church. The rise of modern 
natural science and of historicism and 
positivism have created apologetical prob-
lems for the church not heretofore encoun-
tered. Henry’s discussions of revelation 
and truth are a response to this scenario. 
And while this one set of concerns may 
be relatively new, it is not a novelty for the 
church to be forced to face deadly objec-
tions in the intellectual world, questions 
which may not be addressed specifi cally 
and straightforwardly by biblical texts. 
In the early church Athanasius stood for 
two-nature Christology, as this was the 
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area of Christian truth under attack at the 
time. There were Christian thinkers in his 
day who held that he was using improper 
methodology or that he was going 
beyond the explicit, didactic concern of 
the biblical text. He was later accused 
of displaying a greater commitment to 
Greek scholasticism than to the biblical 
narrative. Yet orthodox interpreters agree 
that Athanasius was right and his detrac-
tors were wrong.81 Henry’s work stands 
as testimony to the need to articulate the 
doctrines of anthropology, revelation, 
and theology proper in a climate in which 
these biblical teachings are being reduced 
by those with an alien worldview.82 It 
might be the case that Henry’s style and 
language of dealing with axioms and 
postulates is a little old-fashioned and off-
putting to a post-modern generation, but 
style is not necessarily an indication that 
substance is rationalistic. It is possible, 
then, to read Henry’s work as a continu-
ation of a polemical tradition which has 
ancient roots, and not one which is mod-
ernistic in orientation.83

McClendon also claims that Henry is 
reductionist in that he reduces Scripture 
to only a set of propositional truth claims. 
This is patently not the case, as Henry 
notes the variety of genres in Scripture 
and concludes that the wealth of images in 
the text must be considered in construct-
ing a systematic theology. Henry further 
recognizes the presence of narrative 
materials in Scripture and affi rms that 
theology ought to give due attention to 
the Bible as a metanarrative.84 What he is 
unwilling to do, however, is to allow those 
concerns to negate the need for a theology 
constructed on or woven out of the convic-
tion that revelation is cognitive.

What of the foundationalist concern? 
Central to some of these assaults is the 

notion that revelation is essentially non-
cognitive and that it involves self-refer-
ential language. McClendon asserts, “I 
can be strict in my knowledge-claims, 
it seems, only by remaining strictly at 
home.”85 In another place he notes, 

There is no essence of religion; reli-
gions are neither . . . all more or less 
true nor . . . all more or less evil. It 
follows that generalizations about 
religion are generally mistaken, 
since religions differ in kind, and 
only concrete, sympathetic historical 
and empirical study can tell us about 
any particular religion. We may call 
this the practical theory of religion . 
. . in the sense that its concern is the 
life shaping . . . practices religions 
embody.86

In a similar manner, Kenneson’s essay 
in the volume, Christian Apologetics in the 

Postmodern World, proposes that Rich-
ard Rorty offers an appropriate model 
for doing Christian apologetics today, a 
model which eschews correspondence 
and cognitive truth claims in favor of a 
coherence or pragmatic model of truth.87 
Both McClendon and Kenneson deny 
that they are relativists.88 Yet, one is hard 
pressed to read their methodological 
proposals without concluding that the 
ghost of relativism is rattling its chains 
somewhere in the house.89

Is Henry a foundationalist? If one 
means by “foundationalist,” the search for 
Cartesian certainty through the discovery 
of indubitable and noninferential truth 
claims arrived at through reason or refl ec-
tion, then the answer is a resounding, 
“no.” For McClendon, Spencer, and Frei 
to allege as much is surely itself a reduc-
tionist and impressionistic claim, one 
which can not be substantiated from an 
analysis of Henry’s writings. It might be 
correct, on the other hand, to call Henry a 
scriptural foundationalist, a term used by 
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Nancey Murphy in her discussion of Don-
ald Bloesch.90 Henry is clearly a biblical 
foundationalist in that his entire edifi ce 
is founded upon a rock-ribbed conviction 
that the Bible is to be trusted, while all 
philosophical systems are suspect, even 
Platonism, Aristotelianism and, certainly, 
Cartesianism.

But it may be possible to push the 
description of Henry’s foundationalism 
a bit further. He believes that the law of 
noncontradiction can be used as a negative 
way of assessing truth claims. McClen-
don, Bloesch, Frei, Olson, and Spencer do 
not. But one has to wonder, how can one 
do evangelical theology and reject some 
usage of noncontradiction? Many of these 
thinkers prefer the coherence theory of 
truth to the correspondence theory, but 
does not this itself entail the idea that 
A is not non-A in the same manner and 
at the same time? How can one hold to 
a belief in biblical inerrancy and reject 
this assertion?91 How can one believe in 
cognitive revelation and not maintain a 
commitment to such a conviction?92 How 
can one hold to a theology which makes 
ultimate truth claims and not agree that 
this simple rule of logic might in fact 
come from the imago Dei? Robert Audi 
has recently argued that foundationalism 
is not the great Satan of contemporary 
thought, but rather, that a certain form of 
foundationalism is virtually required of 
anyone who does not wish to fall into pure 
subjectivism and skepticism. Referring to 
Rorty’s negative assessment of traditional 
Western epistemology, he writes, 

We may need a map, and not merely 
a mirror, of the world to navigate 
it, but if experience does not gen-
erally mirror reality, we are in no 
position to move to the abstract 
level on which we can draw a good 
map. If a mirror without a map is 

insuffi ciently discriminating, a map 
without a mirror is insuffi ciently 
reliable.93

A commitment to foundationalism, 
then does not necessarily imply a com-
mitment to indubitable and noninferential 
truths. There is, for instance, such a thing 
as fallibilist foundationalism.94 While 
Henry certainly believes the truths of 
Scripture are indubitable, he recognizes 
that human knowledge is always subject 
to error and revision. In regards to Scrip-
ture, Henry is certainly a fi rm, biblical 
foundationalist; in regards to the out-
working of the theological implications 
of biblical asseverations, it appears that 
Henry is a soft foundationalist, one who 
is willing to admit that all our claims to 
understanding are subject to the eternal 
bar of God’s judgment.

Conclusion
The postmodern evangelicals want 

to move in the direction of a narrative 
theology which exists in der Luft, with 
little or no commitment to a cognitive 
understanding of revelation. If theology 
is essentially a description of the intra-
biblical rules for speaking about Christ, 
thus regulating the idiom and ensuring 
its consistency, one might raise the ques-
tion of its relation to the world outside the 
narrative framework of Scripture. In other 
words, is it possible to make truth claims 
“in an ontological, rather than an intra-
systemic sense”?95 Bultmann assumed 
that the kerygma lay “beyond challenge or 
justifi cation.”96 His students later rejected 
this as untenable and so inaugurated a 
new quest for the historical foundations 
of the Christian kerygma.97 

Evangelicalism is fl irting with danger 
when it takes its new gurus to be Wittgen-
stein, Frei, Austin, Lindbeck, and Rorty. 



54

It seems better to hold, with Henry, that 
revelation comes to us in both narrative 
and cognitive forms, and that both narra-
tive and cognitive revelation speak of the 
God who speaks and shows in a manner 
that corresponds to, though certainly does 
not exhaust, who he really is. 

Carl Henry has resisted the move 
toward epistemological skepticism and 
rank fi deism, without at the same time 
capitulating to Cartesian or Lockean 
foundationalism. This article has sought 
to demonstrate that fact. He is a biblical 
foundationalist who utilizes a modi-
fi ed form of the correspondence theory 
of truth in apologetics and who stands 
generally within the Anglo-American 
tradition of understanding rationality, 
while resisting the recent trend of that 
tradition to drift toward postmodern-
ism. Rather than moving in the direction 
of modernism, Henry steers the church 
away from modernism and toward Scrip-
ture, which he claims can be trusted in all 
that it claims about God and the world. 
He affi rms that its truth claims are extra-
textual as well as intratextual, in contrast 
to the exclusively narrative approach of 
many of his detractors, even those who 
identify themselves as “evangelical.” 
Henry does in essence challenge theology 
to make two faith affi rmations—one that 
Scripture is true and the other that Christ 
is the one hope for humanity—but he sees 
the two faith affi rmations as part of the 
same indivisible package.98 The allega-
tions from McClendon, Spencer, Bloesch 
and others that Henry is a Cartesian 
evangelical simply do not bear up under 
the weight of scrutiny.
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