
The entire Christian church, with all its institutions and doctrines, 
is involved today in a deep crisis of con tinuity. Ideas and practices 
cherished for many centuries are being challenged or discarded, 

but more far-reach ing and more paralyzing than any such individual chal-
lenge is the numbing sense that the very continuance of the Christian faith 
may itself be in jeopardy. As a his torian of Christian doctrine, I am, of 
course, concerned professionally as well as personally with the nature of 
continuity in the church, and hence with the crisis of continuity today.

The story of the confrontation between our Lord and Peter at Caesarea 
Philippi in the sixteenth chapter of the Gospel according to St. Matt hew 
sets forth several answers to the crisis of continuity, answers that have 
also fi gured prominently in the search for continuity throughout Christian 
history. There is, fi rst of all, the continuity of doctrine in the confessional 
tradition: “Now when Jesus came in the district of Caesarea Phil ippi, he 
asked his disciples, ‘Who do men say that the Son of man is?’ And they 
said, ‘Some say John the Bap tist, others say Elĳ ah, and others Jeremiah 
or one of the prophets.’ He said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ 
Simon Peter replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’”

In one form or another this confession has been de clared to the church and 
to the world by Christian be lievers in every generation. Each of the terms 
in it has been the subject of careful philological analysis and philosophical 
explanation, each of them has found its way into some part of the creedal 
formulas of the church. Whatever else it may mean to be a Christian, it ought 
to mean some reaffi  rmation of this confession. For Luther, therefore, this 
was the central point of this story. Peter speaks here for the entire orthodox 
Christian commun ity, identifying the Jesus of life, death, and resurrec tion 
as the Chosen One of God and as the Son of God. It is some distance, but 
not an unbridgeable distance, from Caesarea Philippi to the Councils of 
Nicaea and of Chalcedon; and in the repeated affi  rmation of the con fession 
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of Peter, together with that of the 318 fathers of Nicaea, much of orthodox 
Christianity has found the guarantee of what Eusebius, the fi rst church 
historian, called “the successions of the holy apostles.”

Yet Eusebius’s very use of that phrase calls to mind another guarantee 
of continuity set forth in this text, and the one that is the most celebrated: 
“And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For fl esh and 
blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. And 
I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the 
gates of hell f powers of death] shall not prevail against it. I will give you 
the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall 
be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in 
heaven.’ Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was 
the Christ.”

Inscribed in unforgett ably glorious lett ers around the dome of St. Peter’s, 
chanted by obsequious bishops, and expounded in endless detail by papal 
theologians, the words of Christ to Peter form the charter for a theology 
of continuity that fi nds it in the succession of the church’s institutional 
structures from the apostles to the present. Whether this succession be 
thought of episcopally or papally or even congregationally, it does mean 
that we are to look to the institutions of the church for the assurance that 
there will always be a Christianity and that the Christianity we now have 
is indeed one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. The Papacy is, aft er all, the 
oldest monarchy whose persistence can be documented historically; the 
church is the oldest continuing cultural force in the Western world; and 
the gates of hell, from Nero to Stalin, have failed to destroy its continuity. 
It is a source of reassurance just to know that it is still there.

Or is it? The dome of St. Peter’s, big as it is, does not seem to have 
had room for the whole story of Caesarea Philippi. Aft er the confession of 
Peter and the promise of Christ comes the portentous paragraph: “From 
that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem 
and suff er many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and 
be killed, and on the third day be raised. And Peter took him and began to 
rebuke him, saying, ‘God forbid, Lord!’ This shall never happen to you. But 
he turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to 
me; for you are not on the side of God, but of men.’”

“On this rock I will build my church”? Some church! Some rock! The 
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orthodox creed just affi  rmed has sud denly become a sign of apostasy and 
of discontinuity. For Peter says that Christ is Kyrios and says “God for bid” 
to the message of the cross. Not everyone who calls him “Lord, Lord” will 
enter into the kingdom. The affi  rmation of who he is, which is the central 
content of the creed, becomes a hindrance unless it includes the affi  rmation 
of what he came to do: “go to Jerusalem and suff er many things from the 
elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be 
raised.” Thus it has been that for entire ages of the history of the church 
her confession, orthodox enough in its for mulas, has been a “hindrance” 
to Christ and to continuity with him, being not on the side of God but of 
men, so that the bold confessor of Christ becomes Antichrist.

But the continuity that is rooted in the structures of the-church is no 
greater a source of reassurance. Leaving out all the historical debates 
since the promulga tion of papal infallibility in 1870, the history of the 
institutional church of every denomination is anything but an unbroken 
succession of faithfulness to Christ and to his gospel. It is a tragic series of 
moral and reli gious defeats, of capitulation to the world without and to 
the tempter within. More oft en than any of us would like to acknowledge, 
the rock on which Christ has been obliged to build his church has been 
the Peter of “God forbid, Lord!” rather that the Peter of “You are the 
Christ, the Son of the living God.” If this is to be the church’s continuity 
with Christ, we had bett er fasten our safety belts.

But the story does not end there. Peter’s confession of the doctrine of 
the person of Christ is followed by Peter’s heresy on the doctrine of the 
work of Christ, but both of these are followed in turn by the charter of 
continuity with Christ: “Then Jesus told his disciples, ‘If any man would 
come aft er me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow 
me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his 
life for my sake will fi nd it. For what will it profi t a man, if he gains the 
whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in return for 
his life?’”

This summons to self-denial and invitation to discipleship are the 
abiding element amid what the Book of Common Prayer calls “the changes 
and chances of this present life.” Even those church fathers and modern 
theologians whose speculations constituted a threat to the confession 
of the orthodox faith managed somehow to hear the summons and to 
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heed the invitation. Origen, the greatest genius of the ancient church, 
might have had diffi  culty being recognized as orthodox even by the 
standards of American Protestantism, but his life and spirituality were 
consecrated to taking up the cross and following his Lord. Adolf von 
Harnack, the greatest theological scholar of his time, could not even be 
or dained; but his persistent question was, “How do I manage to become 
his disciple?” And that same Har nack saw, in his famous lectures on 
What Is Christianity?, that the constant force in Christian history, across 
theological confl icts and denominational rivalries, has been the call of 
Christ to discipleship. It still is.

Yet the greatest danger is to sentimentalize the call to discipleship or to 
equate its content either with the Boy Scout law or with some particular 
scheme for so cial reform. At this moment, here and now, it is not only 
proper but necessary for Christians, in their disciple ship, to develop 
patt erns of personal morality and strategies for social justice; even American 
Lutheranism has fi nally discovered this. But the continuity of the faith does 
not lie there. Finally, when discipleship has been probed to its depths, we 
must ask not only Harnack’s question, “How do I manage to become his 
dis ciple?” but his other question as well: “Is the Divine that has appeared 
on earth and reunited men with God identical with that Divine which 
rules heaven and earth, or is it a demigod?” And when we have answered 
that question in faithfulness to our vocation as disciples, the answer will 
surely come close to Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi—and, I would, 
add to the confession of the 318 fathers at Nicaea.

Nor is it enough to let such a confession fl y off  into the air and then 
to wait a generation or two so that faith may “happen” again. Faith may 
indeed be a “hap pening,” although I have diffi  culty imagining the German 
theologians, who say it is, participating in present-day “happenings.” But 
it can happen only be cause between the happenings and between the 
times there is a community that remembers and celebrates and expects, an 
ecclesiastical structure, if you please, that cannot live up to its foundation 
but cannot forget its Founder—and cannot let anyone else forget him 
either. The point of discipleship is not the disciple but the Master; the 
content of confession is not theology but Christ; the life of the church is 
not her institutions but her dying and risen Lord. In him is her life—and 
ours. In him is the continuity of discipleship, of doc trine, and of structure. 



The Cresset

Copyright © 2007 Valparaiso University Press www.valpo.edu/cresset

And so, as T.S. Eliot reminds us,
There shall always be the church and the world,
And the heart of man
Shivering and fl utt ering between them, choosing and chosen,
Valiant, ignoble, dark and full of light,
Swinging between hell gate and heaven gate.
And the gates of hell shall not prevail.
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