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PREFACE

N my teaching during the past ten years, one of my main
Iconcerns has been the Doctrine of the Church. Dyring
that period I have seen the subject assume an ever greater
importance in ecumenical and missionary circles. Many
books have been written, many articles have been published,
and at times it has been difficult to focus one’s vision and
to sec what were the really essential issues in the current
debate. Nearly three years ago, however, I came to realize
that two ideas or categories were constantly re-appearing
not only in ecclesiastical discussions, but even in the field of
international diplomacy. On the one hand men were talking
about Organic union between States which had hitherto.been
autonomous and economically independent: or they were
speaking of the achievement of the rcunion of Christendom
within the one Body of Christ. On the other hand, some were
advocating a kind of Federal union between the nations:
others were hoping that the different denominations of
Protestantism would discover a way of coming together
within the bonds of the one Covenant of Christ. These two
conceptions seemed to me so interesting and so important
as to deserve careful study and critical evaluation, and I
quickly found that they were related to almost every aspect of
the Doctrine of the Church with which I had hitherto been
concerned.
Soon, however, it became clear to me that these two ideas
were also closely connected with the two Church traditions
which had played the leading part in my own apprehension
of the Christian Faith and understanding of the Church’s
order. I had been baptized, confirmed and ultimately
‘rdained within the Anglican tradition, though for a period
i my youth I had been brought into very close tou t}h with
what would be called a more sectarian type of worship and
organization. But I had also, through periods of residence
in Scotland, in India and in Canada, and througil a series of
visits to thc United States, learned to appreciate and admire
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

the Reformed tradition and had become conscious of a deep
indebtedness to and close affinity with many friends within
the Presbyterian Churches. '

Yet if one idea more than another has been prominent in
the historical development of Anglicanism it has been the
“‘organic”: if one guiding concept can be said to have been
determinative in the ongoing corporate life of Presbyterianism
it has been the “‘covenantal”. Thus for both academic and
personal reasons the examination of the two ideas in ques-
tion became a matter of unusual interest.

A final stimulus to this examination came through the
invitation to deliver the T. V. Moore Lectures in the San
Francisco Theological Seminary in 1949. Actually I at-
tempted in the lectures to sketch the views of both Church
and Sacraments as represented within the two traditions,
but it has only thus far been possible for me to expand the
section on the Church and present it in book form. I must
ask the Trustees of the Lectureship to accept what is now
to appear in print as a token of my appreciation of the
honour which they bestowed upon me. My visit to San
Anselmo will always remain one of my happiest memories,
and I think egpecially of the great kindnesses of President
Jesse Baird and of my old friend Professor John Wick
Bowman during the days that I spent in their company.

Two other matters of a personal kind can conveniently
be mentioned in the Preface. First I want to say that my
historical survey does not profess for one moment to be
comprehensive or exhaustive. Only in a few cases have I
gone to the sources direct: in others I have depended upon
the guidance of such writers as Mersch and Gierke and
Adams Brown and Perry Miller. My main purpose has been
to gain some kind of perspective in relation to the historical
development of the two ideas with which I am chiefly con-
cerned. Secondly I have to admit that there is one grave
omission in the historical section: there is no treatment of
Luther or of the Lutheran tradition as represented in Ger-
many, the Scandinavian countries and the United States of
America. In reference to this I may perhaps say two things.
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PREFACE

In the first place I do not have sufficient knowledge either
through first-hand experience or through detailed study to
write about the Lutheran Churches. I have never lived or
travelled in the Lutheran countries in Europe, nor have I
had close contacts with the Lutheran Churches in the United
States. In the second place, if I were now to attempt to
examine with any thoroughness the influence of the two
concepts with which I am concerned upon the Lutheran
tradition it would delay the publication of the book and
make it larger in size than it probably ought to be. I have
therefore done no more than indicate in a brief appendix
how certain recent studies of the Lutheran doctrine of the
Church seem to be related to the main theme of the book.
Possibly a Lutheran scholar will consider it worthwhile to
examine how these two leading ideas have been represented
within his own tradition at greater length.

In sending out this study of the activity of the Divine Spirit
within the corporate life of mankind, I am deeply conscious
of my debt to many writers, teachers, and friends of other
Christian communions besides the one of which I am myself
a member. If I have in any way misrepresented or misunder-
stood their particular emphasis, I must ask pardon. As Bishop
Creighton once said of English Nonconformity: “All its
various forms corresponded to some genuine need of the time
in which it arose. Each embodies some great truth which was
once overlooked or neglected.” I recognize this. Yet it is also
true that we are living in the day of the great Society, and
the pattern of the great Church cannot fail to be a matter of
deep concern to all Christian people. It is because I believe
that the Divine activity is revealed both through organic
growth and through covenantal meeting and that a true
understanding of these two processes can provide guidance
for those who work and pray for the reunion of Christendom
that I offer the results of my study for their consideration.

To my colleagues Sherman E. Johnson and William J.
Wolf who have been good enough to read the manuscriptand
to offer criticisms and suggestions, I extend my warmest
thanks.
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SECTION ONE
BIBLICAL






Chapter One
THE ORGANIC VIEW OF SOCIETY

I

MAN, writes Professor R. M. Maclver, ‘““is born in

society and the nced of socicty is born in him”

(Society, p. 9). He first appears upon the scene as

a social animal who can only exist within community. If
his young are to grow to maturity, if he is to gain security
from the dangers which surround him, it is essential for him
to have the support of his fellow-men. So the earliest known
form of human life is a common life and the very pressure of
his environment causes the individual to pay more attention
to the things which unite him with the other members of
his society than to the things which separate him from them.
There is, for example, in the most primitive tribes the
sense of being derived from a common origin. There may
be a tradition of descent from a totem ancestor or from a
pair of semi-divine beings or from an original cosmic man.
Whatever form the myth of origin may take, there is the firm
conviction that all members of the clan are intimately
related because of their common parentage. Again there is
the sense that all share common blood. It is certain that
at a very early stage in his career man recognized the close
‘connection between blood and life. To lose blood was to lose
life. The ancient custom of blood vengeance shows how
precious and sacred a thing blood was felt to be. But every
member of the clan possessed this mysterious fluid and it
was natural to think that it was the same blood which flowed
through the veins of all. In addition to common blood there
was common breath. To lack breath was to lack energy: to
receive a new inflow of breath was to regain vitality and
power. But all members of the community were continually
breathing in and out and there was every reason to infer
that all were sharing in common breath. This list of common
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

possessions might easily be extended to include a common
habitat, common food, common tools and a common lan-
guage. The important point is that man’s earliest life is a
collective life and his earliest thinking is directed towards
those features of his existence which he shares with all the
other members of his society.

Yet this is not to say that there is no recognition of
differences. One of the most obvious is that connected with
various age-groups. Infants, children, youths, adults, differ
in size, in interests, and in capabilities; and it is a familiar
experience of life that those within particular age-limits tend
to congregate together in what may be called secondary
groups of one society. Again, as soon as the most elementary
skills developed, further differentiations were bound to
appear. Certain individuals proved to have greater cunning
in the chase, others to possess superior skill in fashioning
instruments, others to be capable of inspiring enthusiasm
or emotional pleasure. And according to the scale of their
value to the general well-being of the society, so the groups
possessing these special capacities were graded. Thus our
earliest picture of human society is that of a collective unity
in which certain differentiations were tending slowly to
emerge. .

The interesting question now arises as to how primitive
man himself regarded the society of which he formed a part.
He could scarcely have failed to be conscious of the whole-
ness which sprang from one root, possessed one common life,
and existed within one particular environment, and yet had
within it certain elementary differentiations such as we have
already described. Was there anything within his ordinary
experience to which such a wholeness could be likened? One
possibility springs readily to mind. A tree is an important
phenomenon in the life of nature. It rises out of the ground,
grows as a living unit, yet spreads itself abroad into count-
less branches, leaves and fruit. Here is an impressive example
of amazing variations within the common life of a single
whole and as the Old Testament clearly shows, men were
not slow to compare their own society with one of the familiar
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THE ORGANIC VIEW OF SOCIETY

and treasured trees which belonged to their environment.
But there was another possible comparison which at some
time suggested itself to the human imagination and this
particular comparison has played a quite extraordinary role
within the history of human thought. Why should not society
be likened to the human body itself? The body is certainly a
unit. It is animated by one breath, it is suffused by one
blood, it is unified in its sensitivities and feelings. At the same
time the body possesses a hierarchical structure—feet, legs,
thighs, arms, head—and the different parts of the body have
well-defined functions to perform. In all these ways the body
can be compared to a social unit, and when we bear in mind
that primitive man is much less aware of sharp outlines and
clear-cut distinctions than we are, we can see that it was a
perfectly natural thing for him to speak of the social group
as a body or (to use a modern expression) a personality and
to regard the collective whole as capable of behaviour almost
exactly similar to that of an individual unit. In other words,
what is usually called the organic view of society must have
had its origin far back in the history of the exercise of the
human imagination.

The first explicit use of this comparison of which I am
aware is to be found in the ancient literature of India. In the
laws of Manu (1: g1) there is an account of the Creation ofthe
Universe in which it is written:

“‘But for the sake of the prosperity of the worlds, he (i.e.
the Lord) caused the Brahmana, the Kshatriya, the Vaisya
and the Sudra to proceed from his mouth, his arms, his
thighs and his feet.”” Again we read (1: 87): “But in order
to protect this universe He, the most resplendent one,
assigned separate (duties and) occupations to those who
sprang from his mouth, arms, thighs and feet.”

A similar myth appears in the Hymn to Purusa in the Rig
Veda (circa 1000 B.C.). Purusa is the name given to the
original wholeness, the All, but the hymn declares that

Purusa was divided up.
Then they (i.e. the gods) dismernbered Purusa.
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

How many portions did they make?

What was his mouth called, what his arms?
What was his two thighs and what his feet?
His mouth became the Brahmana

And his two arms the Kshatriya,

His thighs became the Vaisya-class

And from his feet the Sudra sprang.

In these passages universal nature is likened to the body
of an original cosmic man—an idea not confined to Indie
but found in the ancient mythology of other peoples. Througt
the sacrificial dismemberment of this world giant the different
orders of society came into being. Thus society has an organic
character, the individual member always existing as part
of a living body and the social totality being divided into
the four hierarchies corresponding to the necessary functions
which must be performed for the well-being of the whole.

This view of society is elaborately defended by Professor
Radhakrishnan in his book FEastern Religions and Western
Thought (pp. 355-78) as also in his commentary on the
Bhagavadgita (pp. 366—7). The modern caste system he
regards as a perversion of the original quadripartite class
system, especially when it came to depend strictly upon
birth-status. His contention is that ideally the fourfold
division allows an individual to advance from onc level to
another, but at the same time it shows that therc arc four
main functions which must be performed for the health of
the social whole and that each is equally necessary within
any total view of life. “Individuals and classes,” he writcs,
‘““‘were bound to one another by what is called the spirit of
status and not terminable contract. Every man had his place
in society and fixed duties attached to it. Thec social
organism expected from each man his duties but guaran-
teed to each subsistence and opportunity for self-expression.
The spirit of competition was unknown.”* The advantages
of such a system he enumerates as an insistence upon the
spiritual equality of all men, a provision for the positive
expression of the particular contribution of each individual,
a recognition that “Society is a pattern or an organism in
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THE ORGANIC VIEW OF SOCIETY

which different organs play different parts,” a restriction
upon any tendency of a particular individual or class to
make unlimited claims and an emphasis upon the fact that
the highest form of life is at once the most difficult and the
most simple. “Socicty,” he says, ““is a functional organization
and all functions which are essential for the health of society
are to be regarded as socially equal. Individuals of varying
capacities are bound together in a living organic social
system. Democracy is not an attempt at uniformity which
is impossible but at an integrated variety. All men are not
cqual in their capacities, but all men are equally necessary
for society, and their contributions from their different
stations are of equal value.”2

A more impartial observer of Hindu socicty, Professor
J. H. Hutton, is inclined to agree that the class—or caste—
system in India has been productive of certain permanent
values in corporate living. It gives a sense of unity and con-
tinuity which is of the greatest importance for any stable
social life. Cultural patterns are passed on from generation
to gencration. Society is relatively independent of changing
political ideas. ‘““The caste system has afforded a place in
society into which any community, be it racial, social, occu-
pational or religious, can be fitted as a co-operating part of
the social whole, while retaining its own distinctive character
and its separate individual life.”’3 Provision is made for the
performance of all the various functions which are necessary
to social life. ““The truth is,” he concludes, “‘that caste has
developed as a quasi-organic structure in which the caste
stands to the society as a whole in a relation almost analogous
to that of the individual cell to the greater organism of
which it forms part.”’4+ Within such an organic structure,
balanced functioning, social solidarity and integrated
variety are all to be found.

This does not mean, however, that there are not grave
weaknesses in the caste system, and these are significant for
assessing the merits and demerits of any organic social
system. The first and most obvious weakness is the tendency
to develop a rigid conservatism in the methods of performing
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

particular functions and in the forms of economic organiza-
tion. The altogether determinative factors are tradition and
status and, although these can: both be of immense social
value, they can also act as hindrances to the fullest social
progress. Again, there is the weakness which comes about
through the isolation of one caste from fruitful contacts with
the others. This leads to inbreeding, both physical and
mental, with all its attendant evils. The fact that the caste
system is closely tied to religious sanctions only accentuates
these evils. And finally there are moral dangers arising from
the fact that caste-practice tends to be the ultimate standard
by which every action is judged. So long as the members of
the caste are performing the particular functions expected of
them, they can easily regard themselves as exempt from other
social requirements. The great Hindu social system is one of
the most remarkable in the history of human development.
It is grounded in an organic theory of the universe, it is
developed in organic ways, but its impressive stability must
not blind us to the dangers which beset any attempt to build
up a social system on consistently organic principles. The
caste system, says Pramatha Nath Bose in a striking phrase,
‘‘has raised men from savagery: it has stopped them half-way
on the road to progress.” This is perhaps the chief danger
to which a strictly defined structural form in any society is
exposed, and it is a danger of which we shall become aware
more than once in the course of our inquiry.

2

Turning to the more immediate sources of thc Europcan
tradition, we discover a famous example in the ancient
literature of Rome of the use of the body metaphor in rela-
tion to the social whole. Just after the beginning of the fifth
century B.C. there was dissatisfaction in Rome and ultimately
the plebeians seceded on the ground that while they were
doing all the work, the patrician order was simply enjoying
the fruits of their labour. According to Livy, harmony was
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THE ORGANIC VIEW OF SOCIETY

restored only when an envoy from the city authorities
arrived and told the rebellious commons a striking fable
about the belly and the other members of the body. The
scene has becn so powerfully dramatized by Shakespcare
that we shall describe it in his words.s

First he shows us the mutinous citizens gathered together
and crying out that they will revolt rather than die of
hunger. Then Menenius Agrippa arrives and seeks to pacify
them by assuring them that the patricians really care about
their needs: to illustrate his point he takes up his parable:

There was a time when all the body’s members
Rebell’d against the belly, thus accus’d it:

That only like a gulf it did remain

I’ the midst of the body, idle and unactive

Still cupboarding the viand, never bearing

Like labour with the rest, where the other instruments
Did see and hear, devise, instruct, walk, feel,

And, mutually participate, did minister

Unto the appetite and affection common

Of the whole body. The belly answered--

“True is it, my incorporate friends” quoth he

“That I receive the general food at first,

Which you do live upon; and fit it is,

Because I am the storehouse and the shop

Of the whole body: but, if you do remember,

I send it through the rivers of your blood,

Even to the court, the heart, to the seat o’ the brain;

And through the cranks and offices of man,

The strongest nerves and small inferior veins
From me receive that natural competency
Whereby they live: and though all at once cannot
See what I do deliver out to each,

Yet I can make my audit up, that all

From me do back receive the flour of all,

And leave me but the bran.”

Here, as in the literature of India, we find the essential
elements for the construction of an organic view of society.
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There is the sense of the collective whole comparable to the
human body: the sense that sections of society have par-
ticular tasks to perform in the same way that members of
the body fulfil their own particular functions: and the
strong sense of the mutual interdependence of all members
of the society, so that if one member suffers, all the members
suffer with it. The danger of the body-conception is also
already evident, the danger, namely, that one group within
society will use it to protect its own privileged position re-
gardless of the question whether its own function within that
position is being properly performed or no. But on the whole
it may be said that in the ancient world the values of the
metaphor were greater than its dangers, stressing as it did
the interrelatedness of all members of a society within the
one living whole. Seneca tells us in his Epistles that Nature
has made us all kin, ““members of a great Body,” and it is
this fundamental conviction which we can never afford to
lose.

But although this example from the literature of ancient
Rome is instructive, it is to Greece that we must look for the
altogether formative influences upon later European social
and political theory. And it can be said at once that the
dominating conception within the thought of the Greeks is
of society as an organic whole, comparable in many of its
operations to the human body itself. Always, society is re-
garded as prior to the individual and as having the right
to lay its claims upon the individual. The harmony and
health of the social body are regarded as the supreme values
and it is the unquestioned duty of every single individual
to seek to maintain them intact.

Let us look first at a few passages from Plato and Aristotle
which indicate their general outlook. “The best ordered
polity,” says Plato, “resembles an individual. For example,
if one of our fingers is hurt, the entire community of the
physical organism feels the pain as a whole, although it is
only one part that suffers. So we may say that a man has
pain in his finger.” I fancy,” he goes on, “‘that when an
individual citizen has any experience whether good or bad,
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such a city (i.e. the ideal city) will most certainly declare
that experience its own, and the whole city will share his
joy or his sorrow” (Republic, v: 462). For him the greatest
evil in a city was disunity, claims to individual ownership:
the greatest blessing, unity in feeling and community in
ownership. His deepest concern as we see at the beginning
of Book IV. of the Republic is with the whole—the happiness
of the whole, the harmony of the whole, the efficiency of
the whole, the prosperity of the whole. Such a view, as Sir
Ernest Barker remarks, is an ““organic” one, for “an organism
is a unity, where each member is an instrument (or organon)
in the general plan, where each member has its appointed
purpose or function (ergon) where each member can only
act, and be understood, and indeed exist, through the end
and aim of the whole,”6

The priority of the state to the individual is affirmed with
equal clarity by Aristotle. “The state,” he says, “is by
nature clearly prior to the family and to the individual, since
the whole is of necessity prior to the part; for example, if the
whole body be destroyed, there will be no foot or hand,
except in an equivocal sense. . . . The proof that the state is
a creation of nature and prior to the individual is that the
individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing ; and therefore
he is like a part in relation to the whole. But he who is unable
to live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient
for himself, must be either a beast or a god: he is no part of a
State” (Politics, I: 2). In a later passage he makes the com-
parison with what we might call the whole personality rather
than the body. “The state,” he remarks, ‘‘as composed of
unlikes, may be compared to the living being: as the first
clements into which a living being is resolved are soul and
body, as soul is made up of rational principal and appetite,
the family of husband and wife, property of master and
slave, so of all these, as well as other dissimilar elements, the
state is composed” (III: 4, 5ff.). The emphases of the
organic outlook are again evident: the priority of the vyhole,
the dependence of the separate organs, the participatnon of
each organ in the life of the whole, the necessity for a
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differentiation of function within the harmonious operation
of the whole—all these form part of Aristotle’s theory of the
State as a creation of nature and as having a system of laws
to which individual man must conform.

Thus Plato and Aristotle share a common organic
approach to political theory though there are obvious
differences in their elaboration of details. Perhaps the main
difference between their respective theories may be described
as that which would normally exist between the work of an
artist and that of a natural scientist. Plato observes given
phenomena carefully but has the passion to mould it all
closer to his heart’s desire: Aristotle observes, describes,
analyses, classifies, but is concerned to follow nature rather
than to change it. Plato conceives thc State as a given
organism, and derives much of his teaching about the duty
of the individual from that conception. But he is entirely
ready to admit that the organism, like a body, may become
fevered or diseased and in that case it becomes the responsi-
bility of the élite—maybe the responsibility even of some
particular individual—to take control, to submit the State
to appropriate treatment and to bring into being a better
and more harmonious type of social order. In other words,
the given may not be the ideal. It will carry something of the
form of the ideal, but the wise man can gain the vision of
that which more closely approximates to the ideal and can
work for its realization. This consuming desire of Plato to
mould and plan the social order according to a particular
pattern has laid him open to the charge of advocating a
form of totalitarianism and there may be substance to the
charge. At the same time it must be said that a striving after
the ideal need not necessarily lead to a rigid authoritarianism
only when it is assumed that the ideal is fully known and
actually realizable does the danger to the social order
become acute.

Aristotle’s primary concern was to discover the true nature
of a thing, and to make sure that the thing had the oppor-
tunity of developing its true nature. Society is a living
organism which takes time to grow and to realize its form.
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He saw that there were variations in social structures—
democracy, oligarchy, aristocracy, monarchy—and he was
not, prepared to say that one was necessarily right and the
others wrong. Each was developing in its own particular
environment, and Aristotle was perfectly prepared to allow
time and the process of natural evolution to bring each to its
true fulfilment. All societies, of course, must maintain their
organic character, calling for particular functions to be per-
formed by particular classes of men and requiring the inte-
gration of all individuals within the corporate life of the
whole. But he did not advocate radical changes. rather he
desired that through the steady development of its own given
nature every society might move towards its true goal.

Before concluding this brief survey of the Greek contri-
bution to the organic view of society we shall quote at length
Sir Erncst Barker’s admirable estimate of its value within the
history of political thought. It teaches,” he says, “that the
unity of the State is not one made by hands, and by hands to
be broken, but an inevitable outcome of human nature and
human needs. It teaches that the State can no more be left
by its members than the body by its limbs, and that its disso-
lution is as much the death of its members as it is of itself.
While in this way it attaches the individual ‘o the State, as
the outcome of his nature and the essence of his being, in the
same process it also links individual to individual, citizen to
citizen. Members of one whole, the citizens are members one
of another: as every limb seems to ache when one limb is
pained, so the poverty and degradation of one class must
impovecrish the life of the rest; and the education and assist-
ance of the wecaker members is thus inculcated upon the
stronger, as the very condition of their own welfare. The
conception of a common weal and a vital union supersedes
that of self-interest and a casual nexus.”7

All this is certainly to be affirmed on the positive side.
But the negative must not be forgotten. The large emphasis
upon the whole can easily lead to a minimizing of the
spiritual capacities of the individual. The individual is not
just a limb in a body nor is he even an auimal in a herd: he
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is a unique being with possibilities of self-determination and
even of self-transcendence which do not lend themselves to
a complete manipulation by the social whole. Again, the
emphasis upon the city-state as a living organism easily
leads to a form of isolationism in which all responsibilities
to the wider world are forgotten. If the community be
enlarged to include ever greater numbers of individuals,
then it tends to become unwieldy and to lose its original
organic character. Finally, there is always the danger that
an organic society will concentrate its attention upon its own
inner life and growth and will fail to understand the purpose
which it is called to fulfil within the wider life of mankind.

Without question the social theory of Greece has exerted
an enormous influence upon the development of both the
political and the ecclesiastical thought of the Western world.
The idea of the nation and of the church as each a living
organism, comparable in many of its features to the human
body,owes its origin, in part at least, to the brilliant theorizing
of the Grecks. But this legacy has been a mixed blessing. It
has made for stability and inner harmony within socicty,
often, however, at the cost of rigidity and an unwillingness to
respond creatively to the challenge of a new day.

3

In a definitive book on the Bible Doctrine of Society, Pro-
fessor C. Ryder Smith writes (as if it were an unquestioned
axiom of prophetic teaching) : “‘Society is not mechanical but
organic, not a convenient arrangement but a natural pheno-
menon, and like every other organ of life it is various even
while it is constant....The Prophets.... elected to treat
society as a form of life.”’8 That there is an element of truth
in this statement we should not wish to deny, but that it is
the whole truth or even the deepest truth we should seriously
question.

For the present we shall concentrate our attention upon
the organic quality of community-life within the ancient
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Semitic world. Certainly there are no evidences of mechani-
cal organization within these old societies, nor was there ever
any idea that a group of individuals had formed some kind
of loose association for convenience sake. The normal unit
was always the kin-group, and this kin-group was bound
together so closely by the ties of family relationship that it
constituted what could with complete appropriateness be
called an organic whole. Yet there were differences between
the Israelite view of society and those views which were held
in India and Greece, and these we shall briefly consider.

The first and most far-reaching difference was the emphasis
always laid in Hebrew thought on the importance of the
family. The desert sheikh with his household around him—a
houschold which included family, servants, flucks and herds
and other possessions—ever remained the ideal community
in the Semitic imagination. Conditions changed so that a
tribe, even a nation, came into existence but the normative
picture of the great family was never lost. Thus W. A. L.
Elmslie has finely written:

The Hebrews employed the words People and Nation in
reference to the large communities that shape in history.
But when we consider their use of those words, one fact of
immense importance stands out—namely, the instinct ana
passion with which they held on to the root-conception that
whenever any group of men—from the smallest to the largest
numerically—lives and worships together, it is essentially a
Samily; wherefore all its members, from the greatest unto the
least, must stand to one another in the intense social obliga-
tions proper to a family—as brethren, men of one flesh and one
blood—or else they will lose the sustaining Blessing. . . . The
inspiring, lovable obligations of family constitute for the Hebrew
mind the sole basis on which human society can successfully
be constructed. . . . Men must set themselves to treat one
another not as things to be used, but as brethren whose welfare
it is their joy and their pride to advantage. That thought was
the key to the concept of Justice, the discernment of Right
from Wrong, in the Religion of Israel. Western secular
civilization, to its shame and misery, has fumbled the key, or
refused to employ it.9
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Such a view was organic in a sense, and yet it was more
intensely personal than the general view of the Greeks. It is,
after all, possible to think of a body functioning harmoni-
ously, with all its parts inter-related and dependent on the
whole, and yet to remain altogether within the realm of
biological operations and natural law. But there is little to
indicate that the Hebrew thought in terms of pure form or
of relations of an impersonal kind when he was speaking of
society. The head of any social group was the father, and his
personality was conceived as extending throughout the whole
family. It was not just a matter of functional inter-dependence
nor of bonds of a quasi-impersonal kind. Rather the family
formed a psychic unity with the father bearing an intimate
relationship—in a measure an identity—with all the members
of the group. By him all were directed, all were sustained.

One result of this particular view of the psychic unity of
the family was that a hierarchical structure of society or any
kind of division into functional castes became difficult if
not impossible. ‘“During the Hebrew monarchies,” says
Elmslie, ““the heirs of the desert tradition sturdily fought the
pretensions of kings who proposed to treat them as subjects:
they said the king was their father or brother, and spoke still
of the house of Judah, the house of Israel.”’ e It is true that
royal courts were established in Samaria and Jerusalem and
attempts were made by various rulers to follow the example
of the kings of the neighbouring nations. But all such
attempts were foreign to the genius of the Hebrew social
order: because all shared the same life-principle, none had
the right to shut himself up within a class separate from his
fellow-men. Again, so far as particular functions were con-
cerned, it is true that therc were prophets and priests in
Israel, and yet there was no rigid establishment of fixed
castes separate from the general community. The ideal was
that the nation as a whole should form a royal priesthood,
that all the Lord’s people should prophesy, and if it proved
to be the case that any one individual possessed a special gift,
then it was assumed that his gift would be used for the benefit
of the whole family of Israel. In truth, as Wheeler Robinson
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constantly insisted, the life of Israel was so closely integrated
that it is right to speak of the people possessing a corporate
soul or corporate personality. One life flowed through the
whole body corporate, one spirit inspired the whole, one
purpose motivated the whole. Probably it would be truer in
Israel’s case to speak of the society not as a body but as a
personality. The inter-dependence of the constituent mem-
bers was not only functional, it was moral. The ideal was
not so much the growth to fulfilment of a single nature, but
rather co-operation in the achievement of a single purpose.
Thus Israel was an organism but it was much more than a
natural organism, and this fact must always be borne in
mind when organic categories are employed in describing
Israel’s social life.

There is another fact which must be remembered when
reference is made to Israel as an organic whole. At some
point in Israel’s history it came to be recognized that there
was a radical division in the life of the people. This division
is vividly and classically described by Paul in a later day
when he affirms that ‘“‘thcy are not all Isracl, which are of
Israel: neither, because they are the sced of Abraham, are
they all children. ... they which are the children of the flesh,
these are not the children of God: but the children of the
promise are counted for the sced” (Rom. g: 6-8). But this is
not a completely new doctrine. Rather is it a final summary
of what had been said in various forms by the prophets
before him.

For example, in the eleventh chapter of the Epistle to the
Romans, Paul recalls the experience of Elijjah who had
seemed to stand alone in his faithfulness to God. But he is
told that there are as many as seven thousand in Israel who
have not bowed the knee to Baal, and this group is identified
by Paul as the “‘remnant according to the election of grace.”
The reference to the remnant immediately connects his
thought with the oracles of Isaiah about whom, indeed, he
has already spoken. It was Isaiah who, in a day of widespread
social and religious decline, spoke of a remnant which would
turn to God and be saved. In a sense this remnant was con-
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ceived only in eschatological terms as the minority group
which would survive the coming judgment and be vindicated
as the true worshippers of God. Yet in another sense the group
was already in existence, only waiting for the march of
events to reveal its true character. It may even have received
a certain form of external expression if Isa. 8: 16-18 refers
to a band of faithful disciples which the prophet had bound
to himself in intimate fellowship.

Thus a doctrine of a group within a larger organism came
to be an integral part of the prophetic teaching. Normally
indeed it is assumed that this smaller remnant can only be
revealed after judgment has taken place. So deep-seated is
the sin of Israel that there must be the complete destruction
of the existing régime and the wholesale deportation into
exile before a new Israel can be called into being which will
return and be faithful to its God. Yet in such a vivid prophecy
as Ezekiel g it is inferred that a remnant already exists
within the holy city, and that it so abhors the abominations
of the wider social life that its members are worthy even now
to receive a mark upon their foreheads as a sign of their safe
passage through the coming judgment. Variations of emphasis
there may be but that the prophets make a moral distinction
of an Israel within Israel can be confidently affirmed.

In post-exilic writings this doctrine comes to notable
expression in the figures of the Servant of Yahweh and the
Son of Man. We cannot begin to survey the vast quantity of
literature which has grown up around these two figures, but
at least in recent times there seems to have been general agree-
ment that they must stand in the first place for corporate
groups rather than for individual persons. This is not to say
that no individual reference could at any time have been
implied but in normal usage they represented some group—
either the nation as a whole or a remnant within the nation
—which was being called in a special way to act as God’s
representative in the world.

As is well known, it is in the prophecies of the Deutero-
Isaiah that the figure of the Servant of Yahweh stands out
most prominently, and there seems little doubt that in some
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instances the reference is to the nation as a whole. (Though
even in those cases it is the nation which has passed through
the purifying experience of the exile, what we might even call
the new Israel, that is chiefly in mind.) Yet in other cases,
and particularly in the so-called Servant Songs of Deutero-
Isaiah (42: 1-4; 49: 1-6; 50: 4-9; 52: 13-53: 12) it can
hardly be the whole nation that is in view. To identify the
Servant exactly has been the task of scholars for more than
fifty years, and recently an entire volume has been devoted
to the history of the problem.!t In the main Professor North’s
conclusion is that within chapters 40-55 of Isaiah there is
an oscillation in the reference of the term, sometimes expand-
ing almost to the extreme of the complete nation of Israel
sometimes contracting almost to a single individual. No
uniformity of interpretation can be adopted, even if the
Servant Songs are kept in a separate category by themselves.
But for our purpose the all-important fact is that the Servant
figure docs sometimes stand for a group within the larger
Israel. This group, faithful to Yahweh in the midst of all
temptation, listening to His voice, obedient to His commands,
willing even to suffer for His name—this group is conceived
as the true Israel and its life as a group is so integrated that
it can quite naturally be spoken of as the Servant of the Lord
in individual terms.

What has been said of the Servant can be also said of other
terms in the later Jewish literature which though individual in
form seem normally to have a collective reference. Such terms
are the “I”’ used in the Psalter, the ‘‘one like the Son of Man”
of Daniel, the Son of Man of the Similitudes of Enoch. In
regard to the Psalter where it is often exceedingly difficult to
determine whether it is an individual or a group that is
speaking, T. W. Manson pertinently remarks that “the voice
of the group as a whole is the same as the voice of the indi-
vidual member because the content of the song is the one
thing which binds them together.”’ 12 In regard to the “‘one
like the Son of Man” of Daniel 7: 13, the interpretation
given later in the chapter makes it clear that the reference
is to “the saints of the most High” or to what might be called
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the faithful in Israel. In regard to the Son of Man of the
Similitudes of Enoch the case may not be so clear, for the
reference is often strongly individual. Yet as Manson points
out, besides “Son of Man” we find the titles “the Righteous
One” and “‘the Elect One” used in the Enochian literature
and “it is at least arguable that the singular term in these
cases is the name for the body made up by the individuals
included in the plural term. The faithful Remnant may be
personified as the Elect one and the Righteous one or
regarded as the community of the Elect and the Righteous.” 13

Our final conclusion, then, is that no single doctrine of
Israel as an organic whole can be framed on the basis of the
Old Testament evidence. Certainly there arc many places
where the nation as a whole is made to speak and act like an
individual and where we might well speak of Israel as a
collective personality (though less appropriately, I think, as
a body corporate). But then there are other places where a
division begins to appear, and it is the Remnant, the Servant,
that is the corporate personality.

It is, in fact, Israel within Israel, a2 moral organism within
a natural organism if we may so express it, which becomes
the subject of the prophet’s discourse. And this would surely
indicate that however valuable it may be to recognize that
the social group in the Old Testament is conceived in organic
terms, this is not the deepest truth. The Hebrew men of
God can never stray far from the moral reference. If society is
an organism, it is so because it is united as one person in
doing the will of God. What is in mind is not so much
functional interdependence or a wholeness which must be
conserved at all costs. Rather it is a unity of life expressing
itself in devotion to the service of God. If a large part of the
national organism grows slack in its allegiance to the true
God and worships other gods, then the concentration of in-
terest is upon the faithful minority which becomes the only
organism worthy of the name of Israel. The social theory of
the Hebrew prophets is organic, therefore, only to a limited
extent: another category which served to maintain a true
balance we shall now consider.

30



Chapter Two

COMMUNITY THROUGH COVENANT

which all the members of a society share in common,

though we have seen that certain differentiating
factors can readily lead to the formation of secondary groups
within the one social whole. But there are deeper differences
of which we have not yet spoken. Of these by far the most
important is that of sex. Though man and woman share
much in common, there are the ultimate differences in their
physical and psychical constitutions which profoundly affect
their whole relationship with one another. It is true that
many variations are to be found in the customs of early
societies which govern the relations between the sexes.
Sometimes there is an almost complete promiscuity of inter-
course, sometimes polygamy, sometimes concubinage. But
the fundamental difference is there and few would deny that
the highest and noblest development of social life is to be
found in the miniature community where one man and one
woman are joined together within a permanent relationship
and where the offspring of the union are nurtured within
the environment of a common love.

Here then is one area of human life where the sense of the
priority of the whole and of the necessity of purely functional
fulfilment no longer exists. Temporarily man and woman
must isolate themselves from the whole and find the fullness
of their life in relationship to one another. In fact they can
only make their true contribution to society by withdrawing
for a period from society. To make the relationships between
the different sexes part of the open functioning of the social
organism is to empty them of all the mystery and wonder
and quasi-religious quality which gives them their power
and permanence. Or, again, to make the sex-differentiation
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a purely functional one so that woman, for example, comes
to be regarded solely as the instrument of man’s passion or
as the bearer of his children must result in the ultimate
de-humanization of both partners in the sex relation and in
the dissolution of the social whole. It is one of mankind’s
strangest and yet deepest instincts that to be joined to
another within a permanent union operates not to the
limitation but to the expansion of life, not to the lessening
of one’s contribution to society but rather to its enlarging.
To remain a member of the social organism, engaging in
promiscuous relations with any of the other sex within the
organism, performing meanwhile the other male functions
which the organism requires, may appear to be the fulfilment
of all the necessary requirements for the continuance of the
organic life. Yet it is the denial of human instincts and the
flat contradiction of the testimony of accumulated human
experience, Thus we may suggest as a general thesis that the
highest life of any social organism is promoted by what may
seem at first sight to be a denial of the principles of its
constitution: by two of its members renouncing for a period
their general relation to society so that within a particular
relation they may renew their strength for their social func-
tion and may actually realize values which will enrich the
whole life of the social organism.

But what we have said of the relation between man and
woman is also true to a lesser degree of the relation of
friendship between any two members of society. Here is
another of the great mysteries of human life. One individual
is drawn to another—normally through the sharing of com-
mon interests, though a certain physical attraction may also
enter into the relationship—and desires to give himself to
the other in a special way. Inevitably therc must be a certain
narrowing of interest and affection, even a renunciation of
certain purely practical efficiencies. But through the deli-
berate cultivation of friendship with another the life of the
individual is enriched and his contribution to the social
well-being is thereby enlarged. And such an experience of
friendship is not confined to individuals. There mav be a
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mutual attraction between one group and another group,
one society and another society. In so far as all such attach-
ments can be sealed and strengthened and kept within the
context of the larger whole they can serve to realize the
highest values attainable within the social life of mankind.

Our analysis of special relationships, however, is not yet
complete. We have spoken of mutual attraction: but there
is also such a thing as mutual repulsion. In fact there is
much to suggest that the two are inseparable and that the
very possibility of love involves the possibility of hate. Be
that as it may, we cannot close our eyes to the tension and
at times the antagonism which has existed between members
of opposite sexes nor can we ignore the enmities as well as
the friendships which have marked human relationships.
Thus while it is true that within a human social organism
there are close interdependencies it is also true that there
are radical estrangements. It is the latter which are respon-
sible for the hatreds but also, paradoxically enough, when
they have been transcended in the experience of mutual
reconciliation, for the deepest loves which have graced the
record of human history.

Now it is this complex combination of attraction, tension,
fascination, fear, awe, existing between different individuals
and different social groups which forms the background of
one of the most interesting practices in the social develop-
ment of mankind. This is the practice of making covenants.
The very word covenant suggests a coming-together, the
bridging of a chasm, the transcending of a dualism, the
creating of an intimate union. It is implied that two parties
have been standing over against one another in separation
and uncertainty and that now a new relationship is being
established which will bring them together in a union of a
permanent character. But just because the antecedent ten-
sion has been so sharp and painful, the new communion
cannot possibly be achieved lightly and easily. The actual
coming together constitutes a critical occasion of unusual
solemnity and is normally marked by symbolic words and
actions designed to bear witness to the irrevocable character
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of the new relationship thereby established. Thus in the
making of covenants there are two essential elements—a
psychological and a symbolic. The psychological element is
that of inward purpose. There must be a meeting of wills,
each being directed towards the achievement of some com-
mon purpose. The symbolic element is that of outward
sharing. There must be a meeting of the two parties in some
symbolic object or activity. In this meeting the nature of
the new permanent relationship comes to be vividly sym-
bolized and realized.

2

From records of the past and from reports of the customs
of primitive peoples to-day we can gain a good idea of the
symbolic forms employed for the sealing and ratifying of
covenants. Less, of course, can be known about the inner
purposes though often the words accompanying the sym-
bolic actions give a fair indication of what is involved. The
Old Testament is a rich source of information and such a
modern enquiry as that of H. C. Trumbull (The Blood
Covenant, The Threshold Covenant, The Covenant of Salt)
provides us with a wealth of interesting material for making
certain generalizations about the early covenant practices of
mankind.

In the previous chapter we called attention to some of the
basic elements which all members of a social community
were believed to possess in common. We instanced common
blood, common breath, a common habitat, common food.
Now when a situation existed in which two parties were
conscious of separation or estrangement, nothing could more
vividly symbolize their coming together in a new unity than
a sharing of one another’s blood, one another’s breath and
so on. But such a ceremony could serve not only to bind two
parties together for the first time: it could also provide a
means of deepening and strengthening the sense of common
relationship and renewing the first vivid realization of being
bound together in a common life.
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Glancing first at the blood-covenant, it is an interesting
fact that the Hebrew verb used for the making of covenants
should literally be translated ‘‘to cut the covenant”’. Behind
this verb there evidently lies the early practice of drawing
actual blood from the veins of the parties to the covenant
and mixing it in some symbolic way. “Primitive covenan-
ting,” writes Trumbull, “was by two persons cutting into
each other’s flesh, and sharing by contact, or by drinking,
the blood thus brought out. Earliest it was the personal
blood of the two parties that was the nexus of their covenant.
Later it was the blood of a shared and eaten sacrifice that
formed the covenant nexus.” And he comments: “It was
the common life into which each party was brought by the
covenant that bound them irrcvocably.”r Here is per-
haps the earliest, certainly one of the most deeply impressive
forms of covenant making. There is something perennially
mysterious and awe-inspiring about blood and the thought
of becoming blood-brothers has always exercised a strange
fascination upon the human imagination. In the East, the
tie formed by blood-covenanting has consistently been re-
garded as stronger even than that formed by natural descent.
It is a proverbial saying that brothers in a covenant of blood
are closer than brothers at a common breast, or that blood is
thicker than milk. It is true that the blood of an animal was
early used in place of human blood and that as time went on
various substitutes took the place of literal blood within the
ceremonial drama—water or wine or even salt. But the fact
remains that the blood-ceremony is the oldest and the most
deeply impressive of all covenant forms and the modern
world cannot afford to disregard it as if it were entirely
outmoded.

The sharing of common breath seems to reach its most
characteristic expression in the kiss. “The kiss,” says Profes-
sor Van der Leeuw, ‘“which so frequently has some ritual
meaning, was probably intended as a reciprocal transference
of the breath-soul and as an exact parallel of blood brother-
hood.”2 As the Old Testament reveals, the kiss was a seal of
friendship commonly used among members of the same sex
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and a study of the New Testament and of the Liturgies
shows that for a long time it continued to be used as one of
the ritual practices of the Christian Church. Though never
so impressive as the blood-symbol within the field of general
covenantal practice, the kiss has always played an out-
standing part in the sealing of the relationship between
members of the opposite sexes.

Other interesting examples of covenant forms are to be
found in the sharing of common possessions of various kinds.
The early records of 1 Samuel in the Old Testament tell us
a good deal about the relationships between Jonathan and
David and within the scaling of the covenant between these
two friends we find Jonathan stripping himself of his robe
and his garments, ‘““even to his sword and to his bow and to
his girdle”, and giving them to David. But of more general
intercst because of its universal applicability is the sharing
of common food. To eat and drink with another is to enter
with him into the actual possession of a common life.
Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in the records of the
ancient Hebrews. ‘“We know,” says Pedersen, ‘‘the great
significance of the mcal among the early Israclites. Nothing
was so well suited to unite souls and strengthen the covenant
as a meal which gathered relatives and friends around the
common food in a communal spirit. The meal of such a
fellowship confirmed and strengthened the peace, the har-
mony on which all joint life was dependent.”’3s Both for the
initial sealing of the covenant and for the rcnewal of the
covenant the participation in common food was an appro-
priate symbol, though a meal which involved some manipu-
lation of blood or of a blood-substitute was most appropriate
of all.

3

We have referred in some detail to the form of primitive
covenants. Let us now consider the general conception of
society to which the practice of covenant-making bears
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witness. In the main the covenant implies a purposive rather
than a natural social-group, an eschatological rather than
an ontological socicty. The emphasis lies not on something
already in existence (though it is obvious that the given must
provide the material for the construction of any new social
fabric), but rather upon the achievement of a new social
order which will actually embody upon the plane of history
the joint-purpose of the covenanting parties. These parties
meet first in the realm of common purpose, common will,
common hope: they meet next in the realm of common
symbolic action : they meet finally in the realm of a sustained
common life.

It is evident that the purpose of which we have spoken is
most likely to originate in the mind of an individual though
the covenant as such only becomes possible when the dis-
covery is made that another individual is prepared to make
that purpose his own. Then, however, the covenant becomes
capable of indefinite extension as more and more individuals
catch the vision of the desired order and commit themselves
to strive for its realization. And as a matter of fact the
individual never acts alone, even when he is the first to
catch sight of the goal set before him, for in committing
himself to the new social vision he invariably acts as repre-
scntative of a wider group. For example, in the classic
example of covenant-making in Gen. 31 (Jacob and Laban)
or in the early account of 1 Sam. 20 (David and Jonathan)
each of the principals involved acts as representing his
whole household, and future descendants are also included
within the covenant terms. The normal pattern of covenant
is thus clear: two principals, each representing wider social
groups, commit themselves to the realization of a common
purpose and unite their common resources within a single
relationship in order that the desired end may be achieved.

All that we have said about covenant ideas in general is
of great importance when we come to consider the particular
Hebrew conception of society. As was pointed out in the
previous chapter, the Hebrew family was a close-knit unit
and its constitution was in many ways comparable to that

37



THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

of other organic groups of the ancient world. Yet it appears
that the people of Israel came into existence, not primarily
through the growth and expansion of a single tribe but rather
through the linking together of a number of families and
tribes for the fulfilment of particular purposes and for the
attainment of common ends. Moreover at a certain point in
history a step of extraordinary significance was taken: it
was affirmed that Israel’s link with its own God Yahweh
was a covenant relation rather than a purely natural tie.
Whereas in the case of other peoples of the Near East, a
particular god belonged to, his own particular people and
was, as it were, 2 member of the existing social organism
(though occupying, it is true, the highest position in the
social hierarchy), in the case of Israel Yahweh was con-
ceived as standing over against His people and as having
come to be their god by a definite action when He deliber-
ately called them into covenant with Himself.

When exactly the relation between Yahweh and His
people came to be described in covenant language we have
no means of knowing: nor can we say with certainty what
were the exact terms in which the earliest covenant was
conceived. We can, however, adopt with some confidence
the conclusions reached by W. A. Irwin in considering the
evidence of the Old Testament as a whole. “Specific men-
tion of Israel’s covenant with Yahweh,” he writes, ‘“‘occurs
first in the book of Hosea, two of which allusions are evi-
dently genuine (Hos. 6: 7; 8: 1). The idea is absent from
Isaiah and Micah but is referred to a number of times in
the utterances of Jeremiah ; then, as is well known, it becomes
one of the great emphases of Deuteronomy. When we recall
that Hosea lived not long after the ascribed dates of com-
position of the J and E documents, the situation becomes
relatively clear. The notion of a covenant between God
and Israel was introduced by these ‘prophetic histories’,
it was endorsed by Hosea, adopted by Jeremiah, and in
Deuteronomy became an essential part of Israel’s theology.” +

When we examine the “prophetic histories”, more closely
we find that both J and E refer to the covenant made between
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Yahweh and Israel. Thus in Exodus 24: 7-8 usually regarded
as an E passage we read:

And he (Moses) took the book of the covenant, and read in
the audience of the people; and they said, All that the Lord
hath said will we do, and be obedient. And Moses took the
blood, and sprinkled it on the people, and said, Behold the
blood of the covenant, which the Lord hath made with you
concerning all these words.

Again in Exodus 34: 27-8 usually regarded as a J passage
we read :

And the Lord said unto Moses, Write thou these words: for
after the tenor of these words I have made a covenant with
thee and with Israel. . . . And he wrote upon the tables the
words of the covenant, the ten commandments.

In these passages we find both J and E referring to the
covenant and although the exact terms of the covenant are
not defined, it seems to have been in the nature of a commit-
ment by Yahweh to accompany and protect His people as
they marched towards their destiny. They on their part,
through their representative Moses, committed themselves to
worship Yahweh only and to be obedient to His laws in thier
common relationships one with another. Indeed, Exodus 24
may well contain the most primitive story of the covenant
between Yahweh and Israel and if this is so, then we have
an account conforming to the basic covenant pattern which
we have already described—a pattern in which there is a
mutual commitment to a common purpose and a solemn
sealing of the commitment by a sharing in common blood.

Yet the covenant terminology is not only used in connec-
tion with the critical events at Sinai. Almost all the great
determinative happenings in Israel’s history are set within
the framework of God’s covenant relation with His people.
With Abraham and his seed a covenant is made, the house
of David is established in the kingdom by a covenant, the
supreme blessing to which the prophet Jeremiah looks for-
ward is the inauguration of a new covenant between Yahweh
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and His people. The fact is that Israel’s very existence as a
social entity is believed to rest upon the gracious initiative
of God whereby He has bridged the gulf separating Him
from men and has called into being a community which
accepts as the central principle of its corporate life a willing
participation in the purposive activity of God. Faithfulness
to the covenant brings a sense of harmony and peace to the
whole community: unfaithfulness leads to disaster and
death.

One further comment must be made upon the development
of the idea of the covenant society in Israel’s history. There
is clear evidence that the early sense of the intimate personal
relation between Yahweh and Israel within the covenant
tended gradually to give way to a more legal conception in
which the relation was viewed as a well-defined contract
binding on both parties. In the “prophetic histories” Yah-
wch moves freely amongst men, talks with them, tells them
of His purposes, calls them to share in His designs, promises
to befriend them, unites Himself with them in a covenant of
pcace. In the main, His encounters are with chosen indi-
viduals—Abraham, Jacob, Moses, David—though as we
have already pointed out, the individuals always stand and
act as representatives of wider social groups both in the
present and for the future. Thus the typical social group
within the prophetic outlook is a family or a family of
families, committed to Yahweh by an irrevocable act on
His part and theirs, sharing with Him His purposes, His
standards, His name, His character, as a wife would share
her husband’s. In fact the husband-wife relation is frcely
used by the prophetic writers to portray the relation between
Yahweh and Isracl. Yahweh has espoused this people to
Himself, has watched over them, has loved them with an
everlasting love and is bound to them by the ‘“‘vow and
covenant betwixt them made” at the time of the inaugura-
tion of Israel’s distinctive national life.

But with the advent of the Deuteronomists the character
of the relation between Yahweh and His people began to be
conceived in a somewhat different way. Their concern was
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to reform and stabilize the social life of Isracl and with a
view to providing a basis for the new order which they en-
visaged, they proceeded to work out the covenant concept
in a much more extended and even elaborate way. Their
first appeal was to the covenant with the fathers—Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob—which finds its fulfilment in the prosperity
of their descendants (Deut. 8: 18). Yahweh loved the
fathers and chose them and their secd after them to become
a praise and a blessing in the earth (10: 15). The second
appecal was to the covenant at Horeb (Sinai) which found
expression in the ten commandments written on tables of
stone (4: 13). Finally they spoke of another covenant made
in the plains of Moab and it appears that the terms of this
covenant occupy the whole of the central section of the
book (chaps. 12-26, 28). All is summed up in a definitive
passage in chapter 26: 17-19.

Thou hast avouched the Lord this day to be thy God, and
to walk in His ways, and to keep His statutes, and His com-
mandments, and His judgments, and to hearken unto His voice.
And the Lord hath avouched thee this day to be His peculiar
people, as He hath promised thee . . . and to make thee high
above all nations which He hath made, in praise, and in name,
and in honour: and that thou mayest be an holy people unto
the Lord thy God, as He hath spoken.

In this gencral view of the covenant the emphasis is
already moving towards the legal and statutory elements
which are to form the essence of its constitution. It is truc
that there is still a clear recognition that it was out of Yah-
weh’s love and mercy that He first chose the fathers and
brought Israel into relationship with Himself. Yet the terms
of the covenant at Horeb, after the initial proclamation of
Yahweh’s redemption, require a complete obedience to the
ten commandments, while the covenant in the plains of
Moab includes a long and detailed code of regulations for
the establishment of the community life of the nation
within the land of Canaan. Many of these ordinances
breathe a spirit of warm concern for the fellow-members of
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the community but the fact remains that the emphasis is
now upon obedience to a system of law rather than upon a
living faith in God’s eternal purpose.

This emphasis received even stronger expression after the
return from the Exile. The community had to be disciplined
to meet the perils by which it was surrounded. Some assur-
ance had to be provided that the disasters of the exile would
not be repeated and that prosperity would be restored to
the land. All this was effected, at least temporarily, by an
appeal to the idea of the covenant, interpreted, however, in
a legalistic way. In brief the argument of Ezra and his
associates ran thus: “Our fathers made a covenant with
God, promising to keep His commandments in every detail
and to worship no other gods but Him. While they remained
faithful to their pledge they prospered. But when they for-
sook the Lord their God and neglected His laws, He allowed
them to fall into the hands of their enemies and to endure
the shame and suffering of exile. Now to us their children
God has given another chance. Let us confess the wrongs
that we and our fathers have committed and let us return
to the Lord. Let us hear His commandments afresh and let
us enter into a covenant to keep them faithfully, finding
nothing too hard if only we may walk in His ways. Then
within the covenant of obedience our society will be stable
and secure and our land will regain its prosperity.” So the
terms of the covenant were declared, the leaders of the
people sealed their names to it and “the rest of the people, the
priests, the Levites, the porters, the singers, the Nethinims,
and all they that had separated themselves from the people
of the lands unto the law of God, their wives, their sons and
their daughters, every one having knowledge and having
understanding ; they clave to their brethren, their nobles and
entercd into a curse, and into an oath, to walk in God’s law,
which was given by Moses the servant of God, and to observe
and do all the commandments of the Lord our Lord and
His judgments and His statutes” (Neh. 10: 28-29). This
was the conception of the covenant which was to become
dominant henceforward in the life and economy of Israel.
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In the writings of P we find the same tendency to stress
the requirement of absolute obedience to the covenant
demands, these being now formulated chiefly in terms of
the cultus. In the covenant with Abraham the rite of cir-
cumcision is made obligatory: in the covenant with the
children of Israel the sabbath becomes the essential sign
(Ex. g1: 16). This does not mean that the fundamental
thought of the covenant as an arrangement instituted by
God is ever forgotten but the way of human response to the
covenant is conceived mainly in ritual terms. A. B. Davidson
states the matter fairly and accurately when he says: “In
P, as everywhere else, the essence of the covenant is, ‘I will be
their God’ (Gen. 17: 7-8), or more fully, ‘I will take you to
me for people, and I will be to you God’ (Ex. 6:%). In the
idea of P this promise was realized by God dwelling among
the people on the one hand, and accepting their offerings
on the other. Hence the need of the tabernacle, God’s
dwelling-place, offerings, and ministrants. These are all
divine institutions, creations and gifts of God, the fulfilment
in detail of the covenant to be their God. . . . Neither in P
nor in Ezekiel are the ritual institutions the means of sal-
vation, they express the state of salvation, which is altogether
of God; and their performance merely conserves it.”’s
Ideally, in other words, all the religious institutions were
expressions of responsive adherence to the covenant relation-
ship. All too easily, however, they became virtually ends in
themselves, means whereby God’s favour could be secured
and permanently retained.

That the covenant came increasingly to be viewed as the
summary expression of the absolute rule of the Divine Lord
from the time of the Deuteronomists onwards, may be
seen by reference to the first chapter of Biichler’s monu-
mental Studies in Sin and Atonement in the Rabbinic Literature of
the First Century. In this the author gathers together a host
of Biblical texts which set forth the covenant as equivalent
to the commandments of God: to keep the covenant is to
fulfil the social and religious obligations imposed by Him.
There is really no question of mutuality of encounter in the
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covenant. God gives His laws: man obeys. To be obedient
is to stay within the covenant: to be disobedient is to break
the covenant. There is, moreover, no question of renewing
the covenant. It has been given once for all and Israel’s duty
is to learn its terms and to obey it. The daily sacrifice was,
in a sense, the renewal of the covenant, but it was such on
Israel’s side, not on God’s.

But the significant thing is that the references which
Buchler quotes in support of his interpretation arc from
Deuteronomic or post-Deuteronomic sources. Key verses
which he selects from Joshua, Judges and 2 Kings are all
taken from passages regarded as the work of a Deuteronomic
editor. For example the important verse 2 Kings 17: 15
“And they rejected His statutes, and His covenant that He
made with their fathers, and His testimonies with which He
testificd against them; and they followed vanity and
became vain” is taken from a Deuteronomic sermon
on the ruin of Israel which is in entire harmony with the
general standpoint of Deuteronomy itself. But as for the
writings of the J E historians and the great prophets of the
cxile they are scarcely referred to in Biichler’s chapter. Thus
although we may entirely agree that within Judaism the
covenant relationship came to be rcgarded almost exclu-
sively as a King-subject or Lord-servant relationship, estab-
lished once for all, unchanging in its requirements and
inexorable in its demands, yet we do not believe that such a
conception does full justice to the highest view of the
covenant which the Old Testament contains. Biichler’s
main conclusion, however, may be quoted as affording an
authoritative interpretation of the covenant as it was held
within the Judaism contemporary with our Lord and the
carly Church. He writes:

In Rabbinic statements of the first century the covenant
and the oath of God pronounced at Sinai were interpreted as
having served as means to make Israel undertake obedience
to the commandments more solemnly, and the Israelites are
termed the sons of God’s covenant. As the prophets and the
Psalmists describe God as the King of Israel, the earth, the
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peoples, or as the King, and Sirach invokes God as King, so
in Rabbinic statements of the first century He as the King
of all kings imposed upon his chosen subjects, the Israelites,
who first willingly accepted His kingship over them, His royal
decrees, the commandments. To worship other gods was,
consequently, rebellion against God, Israel’s and the individual
Israelite’s King. He declared the Israelites at Sinai to be His
subjects who in recognizing Him as their God and King
accepted upon them the Kingship or the yoke of God to whose
will, expressed in His commandments, absolute obedience was
due. . . . As His subject every Israelite has not only to submit
to God’s Kingship and yoke by obeying His injunctions, but
has also to receive upon him in his heart twice daily the
Kingship of God by reciting Deuteronomy 6: 4 {f. and to be
ready even to give up his life for His God. A Jew who worships
other gods or defies God by grave sins breaks off His yoke,
breaks His covenant and is insolent to the Torah, he has no
longer a share in the God of Israel, he rebels against Him and
denies Him. . . . The covenant imposed by God and accepted
by Israel at Sinai, His Kingship and His yoke are the sources
of Israel’s obligationt to worship Him as his God and to obey
His commandments.6

In such a conception there is much that is noble and
inspiring but where is the gracc, the promise, the dignity,
the joyous responsc-in-meeting, of the covenants of Abraham
and the prophets?

Let us briefly summarize the findings of this chapter.
Before the scttlement in Canaan the social life of Israel was
patterned on that of the simple Bedouin families and the
carly Semitic clans. These families and clans were fearless
and’ independent and had no desire to become absorbed
within any of the larger social groups of their time. Yet they
recognized the value of co-operation and of the sharing of
resources for the attainment of a common end. The “‘cove-
nant” or “league” was therefore a regular feature of tribal
life. The altogether new thing in Israel’s history, however,
was the use of the covenant imagery by certain of the
prophets to describe the distinctive nature of the social life
of their own people. They recognized fully the ‘“‘wholeness”
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of Israel’s life, the interrelatedness of all its members and
the nature of the privileges and responsibilities which all
held in common. In that sense Israel’s life could be des-
cribed as organic like that of other social units. But the
destiny of Israel was not determined solely by its natural
background nor by its natural organic growth. These had
their place but far more important was the covenant relation
into which the people had been called by Yahweh Himself.
This relationship was personal, challenging, forward-looking,
creative, permanent. Henceforth their destiny was to be the
people of Yahweh, to be holy as He was holy, to bear His
Name before the world while He would bear their name
upon His heart. Such was the covenant as portrayed in the
noblest passages of the Old Testament. Later Judaism
might make it legal and impersonal, the expression of an
overwhelming demand calling for a minute obedience, a
challenge to human effort rather than an instrument of
Divine grace. But this could not blot out the memory of
the covenants made with Abraham and Moses and David
in the past nor could it cancel the hope of the future when
God would make a new covenant with His people, writing
His laws in their hearts and remembering their sins and
iniquities no more.
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Chapter Three
ORGANIC IDEAS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
1

AN we find any suggestions of an organic view of

society in the recorded acts and sayings of Jesus? At

first sight it would seem that the answer must be a
definite “No”. All who have studied the Gospels with any
care have been impressed by Jesus’ concern for the indi-
vidual and it might well be urged that this concern over-
shadows if it does not exclude every kind of social emphasis.
He moves amongst men and calls individuals to leave all
and follow Him. He recognizes the needs of those who are
sick in body or mind and no social pressures can ever
prevent Him from giving His full attention to the task of
healing the one who at the particular moment requires His
help. In His parables, God’s care for the individual is set
forth more beautifully and more convincingly than in any
other section of the world’s literature. The one lost coin or
the one lost sheep is of surpassing importance: every other
consideration must be set aside in order that the individual
may be saved.

All this is so obvious that it needs no supporting evidence
and yet it is also clear that this is not everything. Jesus was
never concerned about individuals in isolation or at least
if he found an individual in isolation, His concern was to
restore him to a proper relationship with God and with his
fellow men. When the lost individual was found he was re-
integrated into the family. When a man was saved, he was
brought into the fellowship of those living under the rule of
God. When a man’s eyes were opened to behold the vision
of his true destiny as a child of God, he could not fail to recog-
nize that his destiny must be pursued in company with other
members of the Divine society. That Jesus saw the individual
always within his social context is scarcely open to doubt,

47



THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIET?Y

but the question has still to be asked: ‘“What kind of society
did Jesus envisage for those who responded to His call and
believed the good news of the adventof theKingdom of God ?”’

The answer to this question depends in large measure
upon the extent to which Jesus’ own mind and outlook was
influenced by some of the Old Testament ideas which we
have already considered. But can we know anything of the
inner self-consciousness of Jesus? Can we with any confidence
presume to set forth His determinative ideas and concepts?
All the evidence we possess is from the records of those who
bore witness to Him at a later time and there is always the
possibility that this witness was coloured by their own par-
ticular predilections and presuppositions. So complex does
this problem of history seem to be that many have virtually
abandoned any hope of solving it, saying in effect that we
must be content with the faith of the early Church and that
the inner ideas and concepts of Jesus Himself must ever
remain within the realm of unsolved mystery.

Although it is impossible here to do more than touch
upon the fringe of this problem, it seems to us that there are
two broad principles which may usefully be employed as we
seek help towards its solution. In the first place there is the
principle of what may be called temporal change. If at a
certain period of history we find certain ideas current in
society and at a later period we find a community in which
those ideas have undergone a marked change—though by
their very form they maintain a certain continuity with the
past-—then we can reasonably infer that at some point of
time between the two penods a creative mind has taken the
former set of ideas and given them a new dircction or a new
reference and that this change has commended itself to
other minds as being in closer accord with the real truth.
To be sure it may still be difficult to determine whose was
the creative mind that made the change, for changes often
come about gradually, subtly, mysteriously. Yet if there is
some consensus of testimony which concentrates upon a par-
ticular man and makes him responsible for the change that
has taken place, then for want of better evidence our only
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course is to accept this testimony and to believe that it
rests on a reasonably firm foundation.

Applying this principle to the matter under consideration
what do we find?

We have already had occasion to speak of the ideas of
Israel, the Remnant, the Servant and the Son of Man as
they are found in the Old Testament and in the writings of
later Judaism. These ideas, as we saw, possess a certain
flexibility, tending as they do to oscillate between a more
corporate and a more individual reference. But the limits of
oscillation may be defined as on the one side all the physical
descendants of Abraham, on the other side the chosen
nucleus within Israel (which in prophetic vision appears to
narrow itself even to an individual) which is wholly devoted
to the worship and service of God. There is much to suggest
that within the more pietistic and apocalyptic circles at
the beginning of the Christian cra the pendulum had swung
strongly in the direction of a narrow limitation of these
concepts and such a title as Son of Man may even have
been interpreted in a purely individual sense. But therc is
little evidence of any attempt to identify the Remnant, the
Servant or the Son of Man with any actual historical group
or individual.

Yet when we turn to the literature of the early Christian
Church we find that the historical Jesus is brought into the
closest possible association with these ideas and His career
is regarded as actualizing within history the Remnant, the
Son of Man, the Servant and even the Messiah conceptions,
all of which had played so prominent a part in the Jewish
history of the past. Who then was responsible for changing
these concepts so radically by setting them no longer within
the realm of vision and eschatological hope but rather
within the realm of actual historical realization? This
question can never be answered with final certainty but it is
our own conviction that the probabilities lie rather on the
side of the creative mind of Jesus than on the side of the
inspired intuition of a leader or the leaders of the early
Church. It can certainly be argued that the radical change

49 D



THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

was made as a direct consequence of the resurrection of
Jesus and the coming of the Spirit into the lives of His
apostles. They now saw the truth of things and either inde-
pendently or following the lead of one of their number they
made the great identification—that Jesus was indeed the
Messiah, the Servant of the Lord and the Son of God. But
here the second principle of which we spoke earlier can be
brought into operation. It is the principle of what might be
called undesigned testimony. If the early apostolic
witnesses had been alone responsible for seeing these con-
cepts coming to their true realization in Jesus we should
have expected them either to have given no indication of
such an identification in Jesus’ own ministry or (if they were
anxious to play up what they knew of Him to support such
an identification) to have shown that both His words and
actions made such an identification irresistible. The fact is,
however, that the testimony to Jesus which is recorded in
the Synoptic Gospels follows neither of these courses. Remi-
niscences are given both of Jesus’ sayings and deceds which
cannot conceivably have been designed to make this par-
ticular identification. Yet from divers incidents and out of
varying fragments of discourse there come hints and sug-
gestions that Jesus Himself saw in His life and ministry the
inbreaking of the Kingdom of God and the actual embodi-
ment in history of the great ideas which are to be found in
the prophetic literature of Israel.

That Jesus in some way viewed His Mission as the coming
of the Son of Man is the witness of numerous passages in the
Synoptic Gospels. Strangely enough this testimony does not
appear in other parts of the New Testament except in a
somewhat specialized sense in the Fourth Gospel. It is par-
ticularly hard, therefore, to look for the source of this
identification elsewhere than in the mind of Jesus and, if
He did so regard His coming, we may go on to ask what are
the implications of this identification. In the first place we
believe that He was conscious of Himself in His own par-
ticularity as the Son of Man. However many corporate
associations the title may have had, it seems clear that it
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could only find its true realization and fulfilment in an
individual. Yet as soon as this is said it must be added that
once the individual identification was made the whole back-
ground of the idea would encourage a corporate application.
The Son of Man came as an individual but the purpose of
His coming as Son of Man could only be fulfilled by the
reproduction of what we may call the genus “Son of Man”
in a wider society. A corn of wheat exists to reproduce itself
in a larger wholeness which bears the pattern of its own
structure and life. So the Son of Man brought men into
relationship with Himself in order that they might partake
of “Son-of-Man-hood” and become in turn propagators of
this new quality of life on the earth, For the Son of Man is
not an undefined and shapeless figure. The Son of Man
came to seek and to save: He came not to be ministered
unto but to minister: He came to suffer many things and to
be set at nought of men. Yet the Son of Man was destined
also to be vindicated and exalted and invested with authority
in the Kingdom of God. This is the life of “Son-of-Man-
hood” and it is this life which, imperfectly realized in the
saints of the old Israel, comes to its perfect manifestation in
the Son of Man and is extended further into time in the
social existence of those who have become united with Him
in the likeness of His “Son-of-Man-hood”’.

The same kind of interpretation can be used in large
measure in relation to the concept of ““Servant-hood”. This
too is an exceedingly fluid conception, sometimes more
individual in its reference, sometimes more corporate, some-
times more in future vision, sometimes more in present
reality. Its appearance in the Synoptic Gospels is more
shadowy, more fleeting than the concept of the Son of Man
and there are many who would argue that the identification
of Jesus’ mission with that of the Servant was only made
later by the Gentile Christian Church. We believe, however,
that there is sufficient evidence of what we have called an
undesigned character to make it probable that Jesus Him-
self made the identification,* and if this is so it would mean
that this now-corporate, now-individual concept came to
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its perfect realization in Jesus and yet not in Jesus as an
isolated individual. Its very realization in Him implied the
reproduction of the concept in the group which He gathered
around Him and that in fact is what we discover in the later
pages of the New Testament. Jesus continues to be the
Servant of Yahweh within the life of His Church or, to put
it in another way, the concept of Servant-hood, perfected
and transformed through the carecr of Jesus, comes to con-
stant expression within the living and growing society of the
Church of Christ.

So it may be argued that Jesus regarded Himself as
embodying the Messianic concept in His own mission and
as reproducing that concept in the continuing life of His
Church. But this seems to be the full extent of the Synoptic
witness to what might be called an organic conception of
the Divine society. And when all is said we are bound to
admit that the evidence is not conclusive. That Jesus was
concerned not solely for individuals but rather for indi-
viduals within a social whole seems to us certain: that this
social whole was intimately related to His own person also
seems clear: that the Hebrew idea of corporate personality
or of the extension of personality? may have served to inter-
pret the nature of this relation seems probable: and in that
case it is possible to interpret the Son of Man-Servant—
Messianic mission which, as we believe, Jesus regarded
Himself as fulfilling, in quasi-corporate rather than in purely
individualistic terms. This would mean that first the band
of disciples and later the growing Christian Church could
be regarded as the extension of Jesus’ personality in the
sense that it shared the privilege of continuing His essential
mission in the power of His eternal spirit. The Church
could then be described as the body of the Messiah, the
body of the Servant or the body of the Son of Man. All this
is possible but it is not, we feel, the major emphasis of the
Synoptic Gospels nor is it an obvious interpretation of the
Synoptic evidence. We doubt if it would be legitimate to
construct an organic doctrine of the Christian society on the
basis of the Synoptic Gospels alone.
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2

Before leaving the Gospels we may glance briefly at the
Fourth Gospel. Here we are bound to see a much nearer
approach to organic conceptions. There is for example the
famous comparison of John 15 in which Jesus likens Himself
to a vine, His disciples to the branches. This conception of
the Divine society has an unmistakable background in the
Old Testament for there Israel is likened to a vine whose
boughs spread abroad to the sea and her branches to the
river (Ps. 8o: 8-11). In fact the picture of Israel as a fruitful
tree was altogether congcnial to the Hebrew imagination
(Hos. 14: 5—7). For, as we have already seei, the family was
ever the basic unit in Hebrew social life and as Pedersen
points out, the family is “an organism which grows and
spreads in the shoots which it is constantly sending forth.
The symbol of the plant or the tree naturally suggests itself,
and the ancients themselves already made use of it. . . . Just as
the branch not only owes its existence to the trunk and the
root, but constantly sucks its nourishment from it, in the
same manner the individual holds his life only in connection
with the family.”3

In the use of the allegory in the Fourth Gospel the chief
cmphasis lies on the fact that the branches are utterly
dependent upon the parent stock for their continuing life. A
branch which ceases to bear fruit must ultimately be re-
moved from the vine. The essential condition of fruit-bearing
is to remain in unbroken relationship with the stem from
which the life-giving sap is derived. “‘As the branch cannot
bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can
ye, except ye abide in me” (15: 4). But the allegory must
not be pressed beyond its proper limits. There is no reference
in the passage as it stands to the structure of the vine or to
the interdependence of its separate parts. The onc all-
important lesson which the discourse teaches is that fruit-
bearing is the final test of true Christian discipleship and
that no disciple can hope to bear fruit unless, like the
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branch, he is ever drawing his strength and his nourishment
from Jesus Himself, who has taken the place of Israel as the
vine of the Lord’s planting.

In John 10 the allegory of the Shepherd and his flock is
developed at greater length than anywhere else in the New
Testament. To be sure the imagery is used again and again
in the Old Testament to describe Yahweh’s relation to His
people and there are numerous traces of it also in the
New. In Luke 12: 32 (“Fear not, little flock; for it is your
Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom”), R.
Newton Flew has seen an important reference to the Rem-
nant-idea for in Micah 4: 4-7 this idea determines the
nature of the flock.4 So he sees in Jesus’ use of the imagery
a clear indication that He regarded His band of disciples
as the true Israel, the saved Remnant which is commis-
sioned also to save that which was lost. In 1 Peter the
Church is referred to as the “flock of God” under the
pastoral guidance of the elders who, as under shepherds,
are themselves responsible to the Chief Shepherd of the
people of God. Similarly in Acts 20: 28-29 the duty
of elders to feed and defend the flock of God is solemnly
enjoined.

But in all these cases the references are fleeting and
indirect and the stress tends to be laid upon' the figure of
the shepherd 'standing over against his flock in an attitude
of responsible guardianship and care. This aspect of the
imagery is certainly not absent from John 10, but in the
elaborate working out of the allegory the main point of
emphasis is now seen to be the intimate union which exists
between the Good Shepherd and His flock. In other words,
as used by the Fourth Gospel the conception becomes more
organic, more mystical. The Shepherd and the sheep share
a common life, they are united in mutual knowledge of one
another. So greatly does the Shepherd care for the sheep
that He is willing even to lay down His life for their sakes.
But this laying down of life leads in some mysterious way
to its fulfilment : He lays it down in order that He may extend
it into the life of His flock. The Church is the true Koinonia
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participating in the common life and love which the Father
shares with the Son.

One other image of the Fourth Gospel deserves to be
mentioned if only for its bearing upon the fundamental dis-
tinction which we are making between the organic and the
covenantal view of society. The image receives its most
striking expression in John 2: 19. “Destroy this temple (Naos)
and in three days I will raise it up.” What does this saying
mean? Obviously the Jews applied it literally and exclusively
to the actual building which was to be seen in Jerusalem.
Some within the Christian Church have applied it literally
and exclusively to Jesus’ actual flesh body which was to be
destroyed and raised again. But in the view of the Evangelist
both of these interpretations are wrong. The truth lies in a
mysterious combination of these two references: ‘“He spake
of the temple of His body”. The imagery then becomes
exactly parallel to that which Paul uses in the Corinthian
Epistles. Jesus’ flesh-body is the temple of His Spirit, the
Holy Spirit. The very life of God flows through Him and
is manifest in all His words and deeds. So there comes His
challenge to the Jews: “Destroy this temple, this present
organism in which the Spirit dwells! Even so you will not
be able to destroy the life of God! Another temple will
appear, another organism in which the Spirit can make His
dwelling, the organism, in fact, of the Christian Church
which is the living temple of God!” That this is the inter-
pretation which the Evangelist puts upon the saying seems
evident. The imagery of ‘‘temple” and ‘“body” is mysteriously
intertwined but as we know from other parts of the New
Testament this conjunction was already being made in the
developing doctrine of the Church. In the Epistle to the
Ephesians, there is a famous passage (2: 19—22) in which
it is almost impossible to unravel the separate strands of the
two metaphors and in 1 Peter 2: 5-9 the society which forms
the spiritual house constructed out of living stones yet acts
as a corporate personality in offering up spiritual sacrifices
to God.s Thus in the view of the Fourth Evangelist the
Lord’s logion had only a quite secondary reference to the
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Jerusalem temple and to his own flesh-body. The all-impor-
tant reference was to the organism which embodied the
Divine life, the temple which enshrined the Divine Spirit.
Let men destroy one such organism (the thought is similar
in the corn-of-wheat imagery in John 12: 24) and another
organism will be raised up more glorious and more per-
manent than the original itself.

But it is necessary to ask whether this is the obvious inter-
pretation of the logion as it appears in the Synoptic Gospels.
In Mark 14: 58 the charge is made that Jesus had said I
will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and within
three days I will build another made without hands”. In
Matthew 26: 61 a similar charge appears though the words
“made with hands” and ‘“made without hands” are
omitted.6 Further the record of the mockery at the Cross
includes a reference to the saying: ‘“‘Ah, thou that destroyest
the temple, and buildest it in three days, save thyself, and
come down from the cross” (Mark 15: 29-30). But as we
study this Synoptic tradition we are conscious that the saying
has a somewhat different application from that which it
bears in the Fourth Gospel. Here it is not a question of
Jesus challenging the Jews to destroy the mysterious temple
which is His body : rather He Himself will destroy the Temple
which stands at Jerusalem, the work of human hands. Even
so, the saying cannot be interpreted with complete literalness.
Jesus does not undertake to demolish the Temple before their
eyes. Whether or not He may have had the coming actual
destruction of the Temple in mind is unimportant. What
mattered was His conviction that the period in which the
Temple shrine at Jerusalem had formed the place of the
presence of God was at an end. He by His work and witness
as the messenger of God was rendering it obsolete. In its
place He would consecrate a new Temple, a Temple made
without hands, the Temple of God’s people, the House in
which He would make His dwelling.

In all this there is no direct reference to the body-metaphor
or to organic terminology. It is true that there appears to
be a reference to the Resurrection though the conventional
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three days may only denote the beginning of a new era. But
even if the Resurrection reference is intentional the stress
would seem to be on the new activity of the risen Lord in
which He, to whom all power is given in earth and heaven,
raises up a new Temple in which God makes His dwelling
by His Spirit. It is almost impossible to compare the Synoptic
narrative with the Johannine at this point without feeling
in the one the note of critical change, in the other the note
of continuing life. In Mark Jesus confronts His people with
a direct challenge. He comes as the Lord to His Temple, to
purify, to break down, to render obsolete, to supersede: the
veil of the Temple will be rent in twain from the top to the
bottom and ultimately there will not be left one stone upon
another that will not be cast down. We hear the crash of
a falling system: we see Jesus standing forth victorious to
build His new Temple on the ruins of the old. But in John
it is a different story. Jesus appears more in a passive role.
He is the incarnation of the Divine Life, His Body is even
now the Temple of the Divine Spirit. So with supreme con-
fidence He can bid the Jews do what they will with His
bodily temple: let them even destroy it and still another
will rise up to enshrine the indestructible life of God. The
note of crisis is not wholly absent but it is the crisis of moving
from one form of life into another. Such a crisis is hidden
and mysterious. Life continues even though it becomes
evident that one form has passed away and another has
taken its place.

If what we have said is true, there is a difference between
the Synoptic and Johannine approach to the doctrine of the
people of God. In the one, Jesus stands in closest possible
relationship to His disciples. He may even have regarded
them as sharing in some way His vocation as the Son of Man
and Servant of God. He may have looked upon them as the
faithful Remnant, destined to be the inheritors of the
Kingdom of God. He may have chosen them to be the
foundation stones for the new Temple which He was erecting
as the shrine for the true worship of God. But this view could
only be considered organic in a very limited way. The whole
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weight of emphasis lies upon Jesus calling men to commit
themselves to Him in the sharing of a common purpose and
the forming of the nucleus of a new people amongst whom
God could live and dwell. In the Johannine account, how-
ever, Jesus and His disciples are mystically united within
a common life. As a flock to its shepherd, as the branches
to the vine, as the grains of wheat to the original seed, so
the Church is in mystical union with Christ. Through His
death and resurrection, His Spirit, which has hitherto dwelt
within the limitations of His earthly body, enters into pos-
session of the larger temple, His body, the Church. The
whole weight of emphasis lies upon the disciples receiving
the common life and being nourished and strengthened
therein by the continuing operation of the Spirit of God.

3

When we turn to Paul’s Epistles we soon discover that the
conception of the Church as the Body of Christ is one of the
most striking and suggestive of any to be found in the New
Testament. It is perhaps the more impressive in that Paul
does not, to any large extent, depend in his writings upon
metaphor or simile. He draws upon his own personal history
and experiences: he appeals to the history of his own people:
he refers often to situations existing in the life of the churches
to whom he writes: he argues, exhorts, declaims. But there
is nothing in his writing comparable to the parables of Jesus
or to the vivid imagery of the prophets of the Old Testament.
When he attempts to illustrate the new relationship of Jew
and Gentile within the Christian Church by appealing to
the known processes of the grafting of olive trees, the picture
becomes exceedingly confused and it is doubtful whether
the subject is really clarified in the process. Yet there are at
least two metaphors which Paul uses with astonishing con-
fidence and power, and both are related to the nature and
function of the Church. The first concerns the Church as
the Temple of the Holy Spirit. The second refers to the
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Church as the Body of Christ. We shall consider each of
these in turn.

(a) Inregard to the first, the applications of the metaphor
are so varied that no hard-and-fast principles of Church
doctrine can be drawn from it. In one place the body of
the individual is designated a temple of the Holy Spirit
(1 Cor. 6: 19); in another the Corinthian Church is called
the temple of God in which the Spirit dwells (1 Cor. 3: 16):
while in a third passage the whole universal Church of
.Christ, built upon the foundation of the apostles and
prophets, becomes the habitation of God through the Spirit
(Eph. 2: 19-22). Moreover, at least in the Corinthian
Epistles, Paul’s dominant concern is ethical and his use of
the metaphor has an ethical purpose. In 1 Corinthians 3
Paul is struggling with the divisive forces which are threaten-
ing to destroy the common life of the Church in Corinth
and in order to strengthen his appeal he turns to the temple
imagery. ‘“The Corinthians are God’s sanctuary in which
the Holy Spirit dwells. Yet they are threatening this sanc-
tuary with destruction by their sinful divisions. In short they
are endangering the unity of the Church by their vainglory,
jealousy and partisanship. This is treachery to the common
life. But worse still, it is a form of sacrilege. The holy shrine
of God’s own Spirit is invaded by a spirit of profanity. Sins
against the common life of the Church have a religious
significance. For that common life is not simply a human
fellowship. It has a Godward aspect. It is a koinonia of
consecrated persons.”7 Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 6, sins of
licentiousness and immorality form the background of Paul’s
exhortation, while in 2 Corinthians 6 the evil associations of
pagan temples are contrasted with the purity and holiness
which must obtain in the Christian sanctuary. It is true that
God’s presence with His people and His intimate relation-
ship with them is also stressed in 2 Corinthians 6, but the
sole inferences of a theological kind which we are able to
draw are that the Christian Church is the true successor of
the Jewish Temple and that the Spirit of God dwells in the
individual Christian and the Christian fellowship alike. The
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ethical consequence follows that no practices unworthy of
a holy Spirit have any place within the life either of the
individual Christian or of the people of God. In Ephesians
2: 19-22 the case is somewhat different, but there the
metaphor is so intertwined with the body-imagery that we
shall do well to consider the passage within the context of
the Body idea.

Our conclusion concerning the Temple-imagery must be
that whereas it has certain affinities with organic concepts
these are not developed in any extended way. The body of
the individual Christian acts as a shrine of the Holy Spirit:
the corporate fellowship is also the shrine of the Spirit. The
same Spirit animates (we might say) the single room and the
whole building. Such an idea is deeply impressive but it
obviously stands in danger of a certain staticism. It is not
easy to conceive of a living room or of a living and growing
building. Yet place must be found for the living growth both
of the individual Christian and of the Christian society and
this is clearly provided more adequately by the Body-
metaphor. Important as the Temple or House metaphor is
in providing a link with the institutions of the Tabernacle
and Temple in Israel’s history it is less apt and less satis-
factory in the final issue than the Body-metaphor which
conserves its values but goes beyond it in effectiveness. To
the Body-metaphor we shall now turn.

(6) Much discussion has centred around the question of
the source from which Paul may have derived the Body-
imagery which plays so prominent a part in his ecclesiology.
For a while Bishop A. E. J. Rawlinson’s suggestion that
there is a close connection between the Church as the Body
of Christ and the Eucharistic Bread as His Body received
favourable attention.® All share in the one loaf which is
designated the Lord’s body: what more natural, then, than
that all should be regarded as participating in the Body—as
being indeed parts of the Body? There is good reason to
believe that this idea was already current in the Church
before Paul wrote the Corinthian Epistles and may it not
have naturally come to expression in this way?
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Canon W. L. Knox, however, has affirmed that the idea
is derived from Stoic sources. ‘““The Church as a body,” he
says, ‘‘of which the individuals were members, was derived
from the Stoic commonplace of the state as a body in which
each member had his part to play; in this form Paul had
already worked out the parallelism in the same way in which
it is worked out in the later rabbinical literature, no less
than in the classical writers. Naturally it was also a common-
place of Hellenistic Judaism; the Stoic commonplace was
the more casily adapted in view of the metaphors from the
body found in such passages as Deuteronomy 28: 13”.9
That there are affinities between Stoic and Pauline thought-
forms is undoubtedly true but that these are sufficiently close
to make it certain that the body-imagery is taken over from
Stoicism direct is less certain. There are, as Knox shows,
remarkable parallels between the Stoic conception of the
universe as a cosmic body with the Emperor as its head,
Philo’s conception of the Jewish community as a corporate
body with the High Priest as its Head and Panl’s conception
developed in Colossians and Ephesians of the Church as the
body of which Christ is head (He being head also of the
entire universe). We are inclined to think that these parallels
are so striking that a good case can be made for the influence
of Stoic and Hellenistic imagery upon the forms used in
Colossians-Ephesians, especially as the imagery in these
Epistles differs somewhat from that which is to be found in
Romans and 1 Corinthians. But that the idea is originally
derived by Paul from Stoic sources we regard as highly
questionable.

Other recent discussionsto have found the origin of Paul’s
use of the metaphor in the Old Testament and in contem-
porary Rabbinic teachings. Father Thornton, for instance,
draws special attention to the use of the body parable in
Isaiah 1: 5-6: “The whole head is sick, and the whole heart
faint. From the sole of the foot even unto the head there is
no soundness in it; but wounds and bruises and putrifying
sores: they have not been closed, neither bound up, neither
mollified with ointment.” And in Isaiah 53: 4: “Surely he
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hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did
esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.”

Professor Johnston lays special stress upon the intimate
connection which existed between the Messiah and the
Messianic community, between the Son of Man and the
saints of the most High (though he is not prepared to make
this the most important element in Paul’s thought). Perhaps,
however, Professor Davies’ conclusion is the most con-
vincing, coming as it does at the end of a careful com-
parison between the old and the new humanity in Paul’s
thought against the background of the Rabbinic discussions
of his day. This conclusion is worth quoting in full.

Paul accepted the traditional Rabbinic doctrine of the unity
of mankind in Adam. That doctrine implied that the very
constitution of the physical body of Adam and the method of
its formation was symbolic of the real oneness of mankind.
In that one body of Adam east and west, north and south were
brought together, male and female, as we have seen. The
“body” of Adam included all mankind. Was it not natural,
then, that Paul when he thought of the new humanity being
incorporated “in Christ” should have conceived it as the
“body” of the Second Adam, where there was neither Jew nor
Greek, male nor female, bond nor free. The difference between
the Body of the First Adam and that of the Second Adam was
for Paul that whereas the former was animated by the principle
of natural life, was nephesh, the latter was animated by the
Spirit. Entry upon the Christian life is for the Apostle the
putting off of the old man with his deeds and the putting on
of the new man. The purpose of God in Christ is “in the
dispensation of the fullness of times” “to gather together in one
all things in Christ”, i.e. the reconstitution of the essential
oneness of mankind in Christ as a spiritual community, as it
was one in Adam in a physical sense,r

These various ideas current in the Judaism of his day
must have made it easy for Paul to think of the community
of Christians in terms of the living body of the Messiah. Yet
even so it is not certain that the Body-idea originated else-
where than in his own creative imagination. For as we read
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the First Epistle to the Corinthians we can see how natural
the transition is from temple to temple-body and so to body.
The imagery of the temple in chapter 3 is clearly congenial
to Paul’s outlook. Christ the foundation, Paul the master-
builder, the living stones making up the temple of God in
which the Holy Spirit dwells. Here is a consistent and
appealing portrait of the Christian community. But in
chapter 6 Paul has to deal with the sin of bodily impurity in
the Church. How can such a thing exist, he cries, when the
Christian’s body is actually a member of Christ? Not yet
has he formulated explicitly the concept of the community
of Christians as an organic whole but he has gone a long
way towards it in speaking of the body of the individual
Christian as a member of Christ. This leads hiin immediately
to link the body and the temple concepts together as he
reminds the Corinthians that the body is like a temple in
which the Spirit of God can dwell. Spiritual exercise and
exaltation must never lead to a neglect of or misuse of the
body seeing that body and spirit are both God’s. Profanation
of the body is tantamount to profanation of the Temple of
God and such a sin is punishable with death.

In chapter g Paul returns again to the Temple metaphor
and evidently the thought of the Church as the Temple of
God is still uppermost in his mind. But the picture of Christ
as foundation could not be finally satisfactory. Paul was too
passionately aware of the living presence of Christ, the
living purpose of Christ, the living lordship of Christ to be
long content with anything which suggested fixity or hidden-
ness. In chapter 10 the community is referred to as one body
inasmuch as the members are sharers in thc one body of
Christ. It is only necessary to take one more step and e have
the fully developed image of 1 Corinthians 12: 12-27 in
which the Messiah is one body and every individual within
the Church is a member in particular of that body. “For
as the body is one, and hath many members, and all the
members of that one body, being many, are one body : so also
the Christ. For by one Spirit are we all haptized into
one body, whether we be Jews or Geutiles, whether we be

63



THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one
Spirit. . . . Now ye are the body of Christ, and members
in particular” (1 Cor. 12: 12-13, 27).

In this great passage, the various strands of Paul’s think-
ing are woven together into a unified whole. The thought of
Christians being baptized into Christ and becoming one man
in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3: 28): the thought of their receiving
the Spiri+ of the Son into their hearts (Gal. 4: 6) : the thought
of the Christian as a new creation in Christ (Gal. 6: 15): the
thought of the Christian community as the temple of the
¥loly Spirit (1 Cor. g): the thought of the individual Chris-
tian’s body as a member of Christ and a temple of the Spirit
(1 Cor. 6): the thought of all Christians partaking of the one
body in the Eucharist (1 Cor. 10): all these strands
woven into the already existing fabric of humanity as a
cosmic body (Stoic) or humanity as the body of the first
Adam, become the finished pattern of the Church, the
people of God’s new creation, as the Body of the Messiah
and the shrine of the Holy Spirit. It is unnecessary to single
out this strand or that strand as being more influential than
another in the development of Paul’s thought. We see the
materials, we see the finished product, and in between there
is the vivid creative imagination of the Apostle himself,
fashioning one of the truly archetypal images of the Divine
society in its historical realization.

4

What, then, we may ask, are the chief ways in which
Paul uses the organic metaphor in his development of the
doctrine of the Christian Church? We have emphasized the
thought forms current in Paul’s day but we can never forget
that he was writing in relation to living situations. It is clear,
for example, that in the Corinthian social situation there
existed to an unusual degree a spirit of competition, indi-
vidual rivalry, sectionalism, self-seeking. The community was
broken up into cliques, each of which considered itself
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superior to the others and each of which tended to seek its
own advantage at the expense of the rest. This spirit was at
work even amongst the leaders of the community; one
capacity was being exalted as superior to another and all
were struggling to gain the places of highest honour It is
this situation which is set over against the picture of the
Body. In the body, Paul writes, there must be different
members to perform different functions and no one of these
is more necessary than another. In fact each member is
entirely dependent upon the other members: “the eye can-
not say unto the hand, I have no need of thec; nor again the
head to the feet, I have no need of you.” Lvery member
shares the responsibility of caring for the other members, and
as in the body, so in the Church, the members which scem
less honourable should be given more abundant honour.
When finally Paul enumerates the various offices or functions
within the Church it is true that he appears to establish a
certain order of seniority or ranking—apostles, prophets,
teachers, miracle-workers, et cetera . .. but it is not certain
that the mpdrov, Sevrepov, 7pirov, is mecant to imply a
definite hierarchical structure of the community and no one
would argue that all the functions there described were
intended to constitute permanent offices within the Church.

Thus, in 1 Corinthians 12, Paul is concerned above all to
present the Christian Church as the body of the Messiah,
sharing His Spirit, fulfilling His designs. Every single member
of the Body is worthy of honour in his particular task, every
member is utterly dependent upon his fellow-members
within the one life of the Body. So if “one member suffer,
all the members suffer with it; or one member be honoured,
all the members rejoice with it.” Much the same lesson is
pressed home in the twelfth chapter of the Epistle to the
Romans where Paul uses the metaphor again. ““All indi-
vidual abilitiecs and faculties are endowments for functions
within the body, and must be used as such with a true sense
of responsibility.”:2 It must never be imagined, however,
that these “‘abilities and facultics” are what we should call
“natural gifts”. Within the body, according to Paul, cvery
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gift depends directly upon the grace bestowed by God (Rom.
12: 6) or to put it in another way upon the manifestation of
the Spirit (1 Cor. 12: 7). The one and self-same Spirit
divides to every man as He will (1 Cor. 12: 11). The Church
in fact constitutes the living Body of Christ within which His
Spirit energizes every member for the performance of the
particular task to which he has been called.

Other inferences might legitimately be drawn from the
concept of the Church as the Body of the Messiah though
Paul does not actually refer to them in either of these pas-
sages; they are entirely in harmony, however, with other
sections of his Epistles. They concern the union of the Church
with Christ in His suffering, death and resurrection. If the
Church is indeed His body then it must drink of the cup
which He drank, it must be baptized with the baptism with
which He was baptized. In the interim between the resur-
rection and the parousia the Body must live as the Messiah
on earth even though the Lord is in heaven. It must bear
His testimony, share His sufferings, be united with Him in
the likeness of His death and resurrection, and wait in hope
of the glory of God. In their union with Him, the members
find their true union with one another: in the pattern of the
Messiah’s earthly life, the Church finds the true pattern of
her own.

Turning now to Ephesians and Colossians we find a
remarkable shift of emphasis in the treatment of the Body-
metaphor. Whether or not both Epistles are by the same
author, they are certainly extraordinarily alike in their treat-
ment of the doctrine of the Church. The great difference
between these Epistles and the Romans-Corinthians group
is that in the former Christ is depicted as the Head, the
Church as the Body in dependence upon the Head. Under
this new form the metaphor is used to enforce three main
lessons.

(1) First we note that in Ephesians and Colossians 76
nhjpwpa (“the fullness”) is related both to Christ and to
the Church. In Ephesians 1: 22-23 it is not altogether clear
whether the term is made to apply to Christ or to the Church
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and whether it is to be interpreted in the simple way as that
which fills a vessel or in the more complicated way as the
whole which comes into existence when the vessel is filled.
Evidence for both of these interpretations can be found in
Greek literature, but on the whole it seems best to adopt the
simpler rendering and to picture God as filling His Christ
(Col. 1: 19; 2: 9) and Christ as filling His Church (Eph.
1: 23, translating with W. L. Knox: ‘““His Body, that which
is filled by Him who is always being filled”). He, then, in
whom dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily, in turn
fills His Church with the fullness of life which He Himself is
cver receiving from the Father. This life is a life of dydmy,
of sacrificial love. It is in being united with Christ in His
suffering and death that the Church becornes filled with all
the mAjpwpa of God.

(2) The Body is ever receiving ‘“‘the fullness” from the
Head in order that it may grow up into the Head in all
things (Eph. 4: 15). The emphasis upon the growth of the
Body is a marked feature of Ephesians and leads to the
strange intermingling of the Body and Temple metaphors
which we have already noted in Ephesians 2: 19-22. The
author of Ephesians has been showing in chapter 2 that the
barrier betwcen Jew and Gentile has been removed in
Christ and this leads him to think of the “middle wall of
partition” which, in the Jewish Temple, actually excluded
Gentiles from the sanctuary of God. This wall, he says, has
been broken down. In the Christian Church Jew and
Gentile alike are built upon the foundation of the apostles
and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief corner
stone, and the whole building, fitly framed together, is
growing into a holy temple in the Lord. Thus even the
Temple-metaphor is used to suggest the process of har-
monious growth. But clearly the Body-metaphor lends itself
more readily to this end and so the author speaks of the
Gentiles belonging to the same body as the Jews and then
goes on to describe the growth of this living organism. Here
the picture becomes somewhat complex. The process of
growth is certainly dependent upon the life-giving energy
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which flows from the head into all the members. But Christ
has given various ministers to be His agents in supplying to
the Body the nourishment which it needs for growth and
these ministers seem to stand over against the Body, caring
for it, nourishing it, and watching for its steady growth in
love. Yet in another sense they are themselves part of the
Body and need the life-giving energy from the Head as
much as do any of the members. It is just possible that con-
sistency is given to the metaphor by regarding the joints or
ligatures spoken of in 4: 16 as the various grades of ministers
but it is doubtful if this identification was prominent in the
author’s thought. The all-important principle of growth
which emerges clearly in the Epistle is “From Christ, unto
Christ.” He is the source of life, He is the goal of life. Christ
descended in order that the Church might ascend, seeking
those things which are above where Christ sitteth on the
right hand of God. It is only as the Church is ever stretching
upwards towards the stature of the fullness of the Christ that
the Body can attain its perfect fulfilment in love.

(3) The most direct lesson to be derived from the metaphor
as it is employed in Ephesians and Colossians is that Christ
is the Lord of the Church. Ephesians 1: 21 exults in the
thought of the dominion of the ascended Christ. Far above
all principality and power He reigns, Lord not only of this
world but of that which is to come. He it is who is Head of
the Church, its ruler and guide, and in all things the Church
must be subject to Him. Nowhere in the New Testament is
the cosmic supremacy of the ascended Lord more drama-
tically set forth. The Church, in so far as she retains her
close dependence upon the Head, must share the glory of
His pre-eminence over the world.

In the latter part of Ephesians the Body-imagery passes
over by a natural transition to the conception of the Church
as the Bride of Christ. As Father Thornton points out:
“Head and body are mutually complementary; so are
husband and wife. But the head has a controlling power
over the body. So also the husband is head of the family
and the guardian and protector of his wife. In both of these
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ways the two types of language suitably represent the mutual
relations of Christ and the Church.”13 As is well known the
image of Israel as the Bride of Yahweh is one of the most
daring and yet one of the most appealing of all the Old
Testament pictures of the people of God. It is used mainly
by the prophets and is employed by them to magnify the
grace of Yahweh in choosing Israel to be His people. At the
same time it seems to accentuate the heinousness of Israel’s
sin in playing the harlot and proving unfaithful to her true
husband and Lord. In Ephesians the image is used almost
exclusivély to emphasize the deep love of Christ for His
Church. ““Christ loved the Church and gave Himself for it;
that He might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of
water by the word, that He might present it to Himself a
glorious Church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such
thing” (Eph. 5: 25-27). Christ’s intimate relation of love
to His Church, His solicitude for its beauty and holiness, the
Church’s duty of responding in reverent subjection to her
Lord—these are the deductions drawn from the Church’s
status as the Bride of Christ. Nowhere in the New Testament
is organic imagery so closely interwoven with covenantal.
It is, in fact, within the family circle that the most adequate
picture of the Church of Christ is to be found.

We shall return to the Body-metaphor again but, mean-
while, we shall conclude this chapter by pointing out how
little in the way of metaphysical theory is constructed on the
basis of the organic conceptions which the New Testament
undoubtedly employs. Again and again the emphasis is
ethical. Because the Church stands to Christ as a Temple to
its foundation, as a Body to its head, as a Bride to her
husband, therefore, the inference is drawn, nct that the
Church’s nature is of a particular kind, not that its structure
is of a particular pattern, but rather that its duty is to behave
in a particular way, its privilege to receive the grace which
will enable it to fulfil its particular destiny in the high
calling of God in Christ Jesus its Lord.
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Chapter Four
THE COVENANT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

I

HE earliest certain reference to the covenant-con-

ception in the New Testament is to be found in the

Epistle to the Galatians.t This is no casual reference:
it constitutes the framework around which the whole central
didactic portion of the Epistle is woven. Already in the
second chapter Paul has focussed attention upon his main
contrast—the contrast between the works of the law and the
faith of Jesus Christ. In the “religion of the Jews” (1: 14)
the works of the law had been his supreme concern; in
“the gospel of Christ” (1: %) justification by the faith of
Christ had taken the place of every other consideration. To
be shut up to the works of the law was to be involved in the
curse which rested upon failure and to be condemned to
ultimate death; to be shut up unto the faith of Jesus Christ
was to share in the Divine promise and to receive the ulti-
mate gift of everlasting life. This contrast rules all his
thought and writing.

But this contrast was made the more vivid and impressive
by being related to the record of two Old Testament
covenants. Paul was entirely familiar with the classic account
of the covenant between Yahweh and Abraham in which it
stands written that Abraham believed in the Lord and it was
counted to him for righteousness. He was also more than
familiar with the record of the covenant at Sinai in which
the account of the giving of the law plays a prominent part.
Here were two covenants—the one speaking of promise, of
sonship, of freedom, of faith, the other speaking of law, of
servitude, of bondage, of works, and it is Paul’s contention
that the first expresses the real purpose of God, having been
related from the very beginning to His design for man’s
salvation through Christ. Direct confirmation of this fact he
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finds in the form of words used at the inauguration of the
covenant with Abraham. “And to thy seed” the promise
ran, not seeds. What could the singular mean save Christ?
So he concludes that God, in calling Abraham into relation-
ship with himself, was calling him already into His purpose
in Christ and within that purpose the only possible response
on man’s part was a joyful acceptance of the gracious
invitation of God. In other words the covenant with Abraham
was a proleptic realization of the covenant in Christ: the
true gospel was proclaimed to Abraham and by his faith
Abraham became a true partaker of the righteousness of
God.

But this line of exegesis left Paul with a serious problem
in regard to the second covenant, the covenant at Sinai. He
could not bring himself to affirm that this covenant had not
been given by God nor could he allow that its character had
been radically misinterpreted by the Jewish people. Instead
he declares that it was promulgated by God because of the
transgressions of men. Because of their failure to live by the
promise of the Abrahamic covenant, God gave them a law
to bring home to them the seriousness and indeed the
hopelessness of their condition. Shut up under a system
which demanded strict obedience in every respect to a given
code, men were bound to become aware of their failure and
of their state of bondage and of their alienation from God.
Thus the contract established at Sinai was intended by God
as an instrument to convict men of sin and to make them
ready to welcome the Redeemer who alone could lead them
out into frecdom and life.

This interpretation is given final support by an appeal to
the method of allegory. Abraham entered into a anion with
his bondmaid Hagar and a son was born in the ordinary
course of nature : when, however, he entered into union with
his true wife Sarah and a son was born, this child was the
offspring of a freewoman and was the direct gift of the grace
of God. So it was, says Paul, with the covenants. The one at
Sinai corresponds to the bondwoman in the wilderness and
to the earthly Jerusalem which still lives under the bondage
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of the law : the one with Abraham is directly associated with
the freewoman in the home and to the heavenly Jerusalem
which is eternally free. The inference immediately follows.
Whereas Jews who live under the law and give their alle-
giance to the earthly Jerusalem are in a state of complete
bondage, Christians who live by faith and acknowledge the
cxalted Christ, the Lord of the heavenly Jerusalem, arc in a
state of complete freedom. There can be no thought of
Christians living under the discipline of the Sinaitic-covenant
—that would be a reversion to slavery. Rather Christians
are called upon to stand fast within the provisions of the
covenant of promise and to enjoy the life of freedom by
faith.

In this whole argument there is much that appears strange
to the student of Scripture to-day. The stress laid upon the
singular form of the word translated ‘‘seed” and the appeal
to the allegorical significance of the story of Ishmael and
Isaac seem utterly foreign to modern standards of sound
exegesis, and it must be said at once that there are few who
would wish to defend Paul’s main conclusions by recourse
to his methods of spiritualization and allegory. Yet it must
be borne in mind that he was talking into a situation where
these points of exegesis were common matters of debate and
the all-important thing is to discover what were the central
Christian truths which he was seeking to impart to his
readers.

What seems abundantly clear is that Paul was standing
over against an official Judaism which was laying an exor-
bitant emphasis upon the contractual nature of God’s covenant
with His people Israel. In the record of the covenant with
Abraham, attention was focused upon the Priestly document
(P) in which circumcision was required as the essential sign
and seal of the covenant-relationship (Gen. 17: 1-14). Again,
in the record of the covenant at Sinai, stress was laid upon
the command-and-obedience aspect of the agreement and a
natural continuity was found between the two covenants in
that in each case a Divine command was sealed by a solemn
pledge or act on the part of the human participators. And on
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the face of it there was much to support this interpretation of
the Old Testament revelation. Yet Paul was convinced that
it was a false interpretation. For him the Prophetic (JE)
account of the covenant with Abraham contained the basic
principle of all true religion—that Abraham believed God
and it was accounted to him for rightcousness. All was of
God’s gracc: nothing was required of man except an active
apprehension of the promise of God by faith. Seals and signs
might follow (Rom. 4: 11) but the inital step in the covenant
was a complete committal to God in trust, a solemn engage-
ment toa participation in the purpose which He had revealed.
This was so fundamental for Paul that when he came to
consider the account of the covenant at Sinai he could not
regard it as other than a descent to a lowcr plane. This was
not God’s real purpose for men. It was a temporary measure,
a design on His part to awaken men to a sensc of their sin and
need, an expedient looking beyond itselt to the coming of
salvation through the Messiah.

That Paul was right in rejecting the official Jewish
interpretation of the covenant-relationship and in substi-
tuting for it a new emphasis upon the primary covenant with
Abraham and its fulfilment in Christ, we should unhesitat-
ingly affirm. That his interpretation of the Sinaitic covenunt
is true to the whole revelation of the Old Testament seems,
however, to be more open to question. In Galatians he
never mentions Moses and the part taken by him in the
inauguration of the covenant. He lays no stress upon the
historical context of Sinai, the way it follows upon redemp-
tion, the significance which it holds as the expression of
Israel’s obedicnce-in-trust to the God who had called them
to be a peculiar treasure to Himself above all people (Ex.
19: 5). Indeed it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the
réle which Paul assigns to the law is unworthy of a God of
redeeming grace. The fact is that a full covenant relation-
ship must always include the elements of ‘promise and
demand, of grace and requirement. It is true that any
particular set of circumstances may call for a greater em-
phasis to be laid upon one of these elements than upon the
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other but neither can ever be entirely absent. Thus, when
the Jews tended to interpret the covenant exclusively in
contractual terms of demand and obedience (though they
never lost sight entirely of the fact that the law was a gracious
revelation of the will of God), they failed to be true to the
whole new revelation of God which the Old Testament
provides.

Paul, then, was right to challenge official Judaism on this
score, but when he draws so complete a contrast between
the Abrahamic and Sinaitic covenants as to make the former
purely of grace and the latter purely of law he himself
is guilty of doing despite to the highest truth of the Old
Testament revelation. To say this is not to minimize for a
moment the importance of Paul’s re-discovery of the primacy
of grace and faith in any true covenant relationship. All
that we are urging is that in the Epistle to the Galatians he
seems to press his point too far. The covenant at Sinai is
set forth exclusively in terms of law and bondage and works
but such a covenant would not be worthy of the God of all
grace. So we may accept Paul’s pattern of the true covenant-
relationship as it is disclosed in the story of Abraham but
we must go on to say that the same essential pattern may be
seen in God’s dealings with His people at the Exodus and
at Sinai and that it is only a later misinterpretation which
has seen the second covenant purely in terms of contractual
law. A true covenant must always contain within it the
dialectic of grace and demand, of promise and requirement,
and it is that kind of covenant which the prophetic writers
of the Old Testament declared was characteristic of Yah-
weh’s relations with His people Isracl.

2

We have considered at some length the special use which
Paul makes of the covenant-relationship in his controversy
with the strict Jewish party about the necessary require-
ments for full membership within the people of God. Let us
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now turn to the wider use which the New Testament makes
of the covenant idea, beginning with the Synoptic Gospels.

The first thing to be said is that there is much that is
suggestive of the covenant-relationship in all Jesus’ dealings
with His disciples. Whatever may have been the nature of
their earliest associations with Him, a much more definite
attachment was formed when in response to His deliberate
call they left all and followed Him. “Follow Me,” He said,
“and I will make you.” Share My purposes, identify your-
selves with Me, believe in the reality of the Kingdom which
I am establishing: so shall you find your own true destiny!
Life does not consist in the posscssion of material goods nor
in the achievement of individual ambitions. Rather life’s
decpest significance is to be found in relationship, in the
union of wills and purposes within the one embracing pur-
pose of the Kingdom of God. This might, as He pointed out
to the sons of Zebedee, involve a sharing of suffering and
shame, but when willingly accepted these very expericnces
could prove a means of strengthcning the bonds of the
common life.

There is no record of Jesus having actually used covenant
terminology until the very eve of His passion.> Then,
however, we find two striking sayings cach of which scems
to carry cchoces of the covenant-histories of the Old Testa-
ment. The first is the familiar word of institution at the
delivery of the cup. “This is my blood of the new covenant,”
says Jesus (Mk. 14: 24), or “This cup is the new covenant
in my blood” (Luke 22: 20; 1 Cor. 11: 25). Into the vari-
ations of this formula we need not enter: we are only con-
cerned with the references to a new covenant and to covenant
blood. If the saying is genuine (and there is no reat reason to
doubt its genuinencss apart from the fact that thc only
dircct references to the covenant in Jesus’ recorded sayings
are herc and in Luke 22: 29) the question arises whether
any clear connection with Old Testament passages can be
discerned. Three at least have been suggested. The “new
covenant” obviously suggests the notable prophecy of
Jeremiah:
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Behold the days come, saith the Lord, that I will make a
new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of
Judah: Not according to the covenant that I made with their
fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them
out of the land of Egypt; which my covenant they brake,
although I was an husband unto them, saith the Lord: But
this shall be the covenant that T will make with the house of
Israel; After those days, saith the Lord, I will put my law in
their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be
their God, and they shall be my people. And they shall teach
no more every man his neighbour, and every man his brother,
saying, Know the Lord: for they shall all know me, from the
least of them unto the greatest of them, saith the Lord: for I
will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no
more. (Jer. 31: 31-34.)

But if this is the new covenant in blood, which was the old
covenant in blood? Jeremias has suggested that it was the
covenant established through the blood of the passover
lamb and this would agree well with the reference in Jere-
miah to “the day that I took them by the hand to bring
them out of the land of Egypt” and with the remarkable
passage, Zechariah g: 11, which speaks of the sending forth
of prisoners out of the pit “because of the blood of the
covenant”. However, Vincent Taylor scems to be justified
in holding that the more likely reference is to the inaugura-
tion of the covenant in Exodus 24, where blood was sprinkled
both on the altar and on the people in token that hence-
forward Yahweh and Israel were indissolubly united within
a common purpose and a mutual loyalty.3

One other possible reference may have been in Jesus’
mind. In the Servant-Songs of Second Isaiah the phrase,
““a covenant of the people”, occurs twice in the Authorized
Version (42: 6; 49: 8). The exact meaning of the phrase in
the original is exceedingly hard to determine. In an illu-
minating discussion Professor C. R. North points out that
there are four possible renderings but that on the whole, the
most likely seems to be: ‘A covenant-bond of the people”.
The Servant is to be the medium of God’s covenant with all
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mankind. If now Jesus had brooded long upon the Servant-
passages, and had seen in them a picture of His own
vocation, it would be natural for Him at so critical a point
in His ministry to speak of the new covenant-bond which
He would by His own action establish on behalf of all
mankind.4

Let us now glance at the other recorded saying of Jesus
in which the covenant terminology appears. The Authorized
Version of Luke 22: 29 reads, “I appoint unto you a king-
dom as my Father hath appointed unto Me,” but the Greek
verb translated ‘“‘appoint” is Sariflepuar, closely connected
with 8wabijxy, and thercfore translatable as ‘‘covenant”.
Thus Otto translates the phrase, “I appoint the kingdom
unto you by covenant, as my Father has appointed it to
me”’, and goes on to affirm that “hcre the meaning of the
akoluthia, or discipleship, reaches its final form. Jesus required
His disciples to cleave to Him as the eschatological redeemer
and saviour with a view to a fellowship which began here
and was completed in the final age.”s Further, he points
out that here in particular the idea of testament which was
never far away from 8wafrjxn in the New Testament (in fact it
must often be used as the correct translation of the word),
has a special appropriateness. Jesus is about to dic and
prepares to make His last disposition to His disciples. But
His only possession is the Kingdom into which the Father
has called Him by a covenant. Now He will extend the
covenant to His disciples. They will be bound to Him
within the new covenant and so will share in the blessings
and the responsibilities of the Kingdom of God.

Taking the two passages together, and setting them within
the context of Jesus’ wider relationships with His disciples,
we may conclude that Jesus regarded His disciples as in a
very real sense a covenant-community. He called them to
share with Him His mission, His sufferings, His triumph.
He made them His friends, His followers, His representatives.
Then, in the last solemn hours before His passion, He, as
God’s representative, sealed the relationship by inaugurat-
ing a new covenant. By word, He invested them with
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authority and partnership within His royal purpose; by
sacramental act, He joined them to Himself in a covenant
of blood. So, in that hour, the covenant-community took
shape and the Old Testament promise of the new covenant
began to be fulfilled. Henceforward there existed in the
world a community which had been taken into covenant
relationship with God through Christ and which was
committed to the task of calling men of all nations to enter
into the same relationship and to become heirs with them
of the promised Kingdom of God.

3

Of all the writers of the New Testament none makes
greater use of covenant terminology than does the author
of the Epistle to the Hebrews. Yet, as we shall see, his con-
cept of a covenant is a distinctive one and in many respects
differs from the basic Old Testament pattern of covenant
which we have already outlined. In a word, this author
tends to regard covenant far more in the light of an ordered
arrangement than of a personal relationship.

The main purpose of this writer is to contrast the religious
system of Judaism with the new order of things in Christ. He
has a practical end in view in that certain Christian converts
were evidently growing lax and lukewarm in their Christian
faith and were in danger of turning back to their former
allegiance. But the greater part of the Epistle is taken up
with theological exposition designed to stir the consciences
and imaginations of the readers and to inspire them again
to a vital Christian faith. The whole framework of this
exposition may be said to have been constructed out of the
idea of the two covenants. A. B. Davidson says:

The Epistle . . . distinguishes two covenants, that made at
Sinai (8: 9) and that made through Christ (9: 15). The former
is called the first covenant (8: 7, g: 1, 18); it is not named the
‘“old” covenant, although it is said that God, in announcing
a new covenant, has made the first old (8: 13). The latter is
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called a second (8: 7), a better (7: 22, 8: 6) a new as having
different contents (8: 8, g: 15), and also new as being recent
(12: 24), and an eternal covenant (13: 20. Cp. 7: 22). The
first covenant was not faultless—so mildly does the author
express himself (8: 7); the second is enacted upon better
promises (8: 6, 10-12). The Epistle does not speak of a covenant
with Abraham, as the Pauline Epistles do (Gal. 3: 15, 17);
it knows of promises to Abraham (6: 13, 7: 6), which the first
covenant was ineffectual to realize (11: 3g), which, however,
are realized through the second (9: 15).6

This summary of Davidson’s admirably scts out the con-
trast between the two covenants. The author will not allow
that the religious system of Judaism, growing, as he belicved,
out of the pattern laid down at Sinai, was a mistake. He
implies that it was solely a temporary arrangement, that it
was concerned with outward and material things rather than
with the inward and the spiritual, that it could only take
those who were involved in it a certain distance towards the
attainment of holiness, that it was imperfect, shadowy,
changeable. Yet he also insists that it was given by God,
that it did provide a temporary relicf from the burden of
sin, that it gave at least some sense of access to the presence
of God. Such a view may appear strange to us for it is hard
to think that God could ever offer men that which is by its
very nature imperfect and destined in time to be superseded.
We are more inclined to see the fault and the imperfection
on man’s side in that he shows himself unable to apprehend
the riches of God’s grace and all too slow to avail himself of
the means by which he may draw near to the Divine presence.
But the author of Hebrews docs not sce things entirely in
this light. He is, indeed, well aware of man’s fa:thlessness
and defection and even apostasy, but at the same time he
holds that the system of religious practice inaugurated at
Sinai was only the first stage in God’s plan te bring full
salvation to mankind.

All this means, however, that the very concept of covenant
is different from that which we have hitherto considered. It
does not stand for that living relationship into which God
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calls an individual or a group and within which the called
are enabled to sharc with Him in the intimate fellowship of
a common purpose. Nor does it stand for the more legalized
contractual arrangement in which the whole stress is laid
upon rights to be guaranteed and duties to be performed.
Rather it stands for an essentially religious means of bring-
ing man into fellowship with God. For the basic problem
with which the author of Hebrews grapples is this: “How
can sinful man draw near to God?”’ Man is impure exter-
nally in his flesh by reason of his bodily activities: he is
impure internally in his conscience by reason of his spiritual
failures. While he remains a creature of this world of space
and time he can never enter into the final blessedness of
unbroken fellowship with God. Here, then, is man’s con-
dition and God is not unmindful of this condition. He
appointed a man, Moses (who occupics a prominent position
in this Epistle), to be the mediator of a religious system in
which men might be trained and disciplined for the true
service of God. An earthly sanctuary was set up, a priest-
hood was appointed, a sacrificial system was inaugurated,
definite rules were established. Yet, as the Epistle makes
clear, this system was only in a very minor degree effective
in bringing men near to God. The very arrangement by
which the High Priest alone was allowed to enter into the
Holiest place, and that only once a year, showed that
ordinary worshippers could not enter into the very presence
of God. Again, the very fact that the sacrifices had con-
tinually to be repeated—in particular that the great Day of
Atonement ceremonies had to be solemnized year by year—
meant that sin was continually being remembered and that
the sacrifices could not really take it away. These sacrifices
“‘could not make him that did the service perfect” (9: g),
they could “never take away sins” (10: 11), though they did
sanctify to the purifying of the flesh (9: 13), and were
adequate for the purification of the externalia of worship
(9: 23).

Thus the first covenant, the author suggests, was only
effective to a very limited extent in bringing about the true

80



THE COVENANT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

end of all religion—the perfection of man within the intimate
fellowship of God. It was necessary, therefore, that another
arrangement should be made which would be inward in its
operation and permanent in its effectiveness. These are the
essential marks of the new covenant. Already in Jeremiah’s
prophecy these blessings had been envisaged: “I will put
my laws into their mind, and write them in their hearts;
and their sins and iniquities I will remember no more”,
And what Jeremiah had envisaged, Jesus had actually per-
formed. He, the Son of God, having offered the perfect
sacrifice in the realm of spirit (9: 14) and of will (10: 9)
can purge even the consciences of men to serve the living
God. He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, is able
to save to the uttermost all that come unto God by Him.
He is the mediator of the new covenant in the sense that He
is the great High Priest of the new religious system, minister-
ing within the true heavenly sanctuary and bearing the
responsibility of bringing all His worshippers into actual
relationship with God. As Davidson remarks: “In all those
points where the first failed the second realizes the purpose
of the covenant. That which gives eternal validity or absolute-
ness to the new covenant is the person, the Son of God, who
in all points carries it through—who reveals, mediates, and
sustains it.”’7

We see then that this Epistle uses the covenant idea in a
highly distinctive way. The covenant is an arrangement
designed by God for bringing men into relationship with
Himself, for enabling them to share in the blessedness of
His eternal rest. But it is an arrangement of an essentially
cultic character. There is a sanctuary and a sacrificial
system and a mediating priesthood. The blood symbolism
is not related to the sharing of a common life but rather to
the expiating of defilement of every kind. A sacrifice is not
so much a sacramental seal of the covenant as it is a means of
removing the guilt of sin. And this even holds true within
the “better” arrangement which is called the new covenant.
The central function of the Son of God is that of High Priest.
His Blood is shed in order that the consciences of men may
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be cleansed. His body is willingly offered in order that thosc
within the covenant may be sanctified This whole concep-
tion of the covenant may be a natural development from
some of the ideas present in later Judaism but it certainly
belongs to a very different outlook from that which appears
within the prophetic histories and the prophetic writings.
Indeed we must conclude that the contribution of the
Epistle to the Hebrews can hardly be integrated into the
main body of Biblical teaching on the Covenant. It stands on
its own and though it is highly suggestive within the par-
ticular context of this Epistle it can only be used in a quite
secondary way when secking to build a comprehensive
Biblical doctrine of the Covenant-People of God.

4

In only one other placc in his writings docs Paul make
free use of the covenant idea. (1 Cor. 11: 25 may be classed
with the Institution-narratives in the Synoptic Gospels.)
This is in his great apologia in 2 Corinthians 1-5, where a
personal explanation of his delay in coming to Corinth leads
him into one of the most eloquent and moving defences of
his gospel to be found anywhere in his writings. Actually
the thought of the covenant springs to his mind as the result
of a reference to the letters of commendation which the
Corinthians were requiring from certain of their visitors. It
was unthinkable that he should need letters of commenda-
tion after his intimate associations with them. Instead,
they themselves constituted his letters of commendation
which could be read and known by all. He, Paul, had been
the minister of Christ to inscribe a Divine message, not with
ink on tablets of stone, but with the Spirit of God upon the
hearts of men. And now the whole contrast between the
Sinai-dispensation and the Gospel-dispensation comes into
view. The former was the old covenant, a code written in
stone, a code pronouncing condemnation on the offender,
a code threatening death to all who disobeyed its commands.
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But the latter, ministered by Paul, was the new covenant, a
covenant operative in the realm of the Spirit, a covenant
declaring the sinner righteous, a covenant giving life to all
who believe.

It is this contrast which Paul works out with passionate
intensity in chapter 3 of the Epistle. He turns back to the
story of the giving of the law to Moses and recalls the fact
that Moses’ face shone with the glory of God as he came
down from the mount. So brilliant was the sight that the
children of Israel could not continue to gaze into his face—
and yct, says Paul, that glory was not permanent, it was
actually fading away. If, then, the covenant which was only
a temporary arrangement and which was mainly concerned
with judgment and death was surrounded with a measure
of glory, how much more must the new covenant of the
Spirit which is concerned with righteousness and life exceed
in glory? The veil which Moses put over his face Paul regards
as a dramatic symbol of what might be called the spiritual
entropy of the old covenant: its glory was running down,
even vanishing away. But the glory of the new covenant
will never fade. As men turn to Christ they advance from
glory to glory as the Spirit changes them into the image of
the Lord Himself.

Paul’s approach to the covenant-idea in this letter is in
a measure different from his approach in the Epistle to the
Galatians and yet his main point of emphasis proves to be
the same. He is convinced that the law given at Sinai was
concerned primarily with condemnation and dcath. It is
true that it was given by God and as such could not fail to
reflect some measure of His glory. Yet Paul believed that its
function was chiefly to drive men to despair, making them
ready for the Messiah who alone could save. It this had
indeed been the only purpose of the Sinai-dispensation, then
it is highly questionable whether it ought to be called a
covenant at all. But it appears that Paul, for the sake of his
argument, stresses one aspect of the dispensation with Israel
at the expense of the wider context. Actually, the record as
a whole shows much more than the imposition of a legal
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code. It was a true covenant in the sense that Yahweh
called Israel into relationship with Himself as His people
and they on their part, at least inchoately, called upon Him
as their God. This aspect of things Paul scarcely mentions
and we must conclude that he is less than just to the Sinai-
covenant, although his positive emphasis upon the Abrahamic
covenant of promise fulfilled in Christ gives a basis for a view
of the Church as a covenant-community which he does not
work out in detail.

One may hazard the suggestion that in his earlier years
Paul had been so familiarized with the Rabbinic conception
of the covenant as the promulgating of laws by God which
it was Israel’s duty to obey, that it was hard for him to
think of covenant in any other sense.8 His study of the life of
Abraham as given in Genesis suggested to him the thought
of a covenant of promise which had been finally fulfilled in
Christ. But this led him to infer that there were covenants of
entirely different kinds—a covenant of promise and a
covenant of command, a covenant leading to death and a
covenant leading to life. To use such terminology, however,
is misleading. There must be a common underlying pattern
in God’s covenants if the word is to mean anything at all.
This pattern, we believe, may be seen in most, if not all, of
the Old Testament records of the covenant and this pattern,
we believe, was taken up by Jesus when He established the
new covenant with His disciples. In short, Paul was right in
condemning the conception of the covenant society current
in Rabbinic Judaism, but in so doing he came near to
setting up a complete dichotomy in the field of the relations
between God and men. The covenant-community lives ever
under the dialectic of Grace and Law and any relationship
in which either of these elements fails to find a proper place
is not worthy to be called a covenant.
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Chapter Five
‘“THE BODY OF CHRIST’ IN THE EARLY CHURCH

I

O systematic treatment of the doctrine of the
Church can be found in thc Christian writings

of the second century A.p. Cyprian is the first of
the early Fathers to dcvote a special treatise to an examina-
tion of the nature of the Church and even he is content to
concentrate his attention upon the particular subject of
the Church’s unity. As Professor Bethunc-Baker has well
said: “The idea of a new spiritual society which was
potentially world-wide, united by a common faith and
worship and pledged to definite moral standards of life,
cnjoying a real spiritual union with Christ Himself, per-
meated and sustained by the Holy Spirit and His various
gifts of grace, is implied from the first.”’* Moreover, as the
Church gradually became more self-conscious, the notes of
unity, catholicity, apostolicity began to be emphasized and
the patterns of its structurc began to be recognized. Never-
theless, there was no formal exposition of its nature and
function in the sub-Apostolic period.

But if there was no formal theology of the Church, was
there a continuing use of the important images which the
New Testament had employed? To this question the answer
must certainly be “Yes”, for it is possible to find references
to most of these New Testament mctaphors—the Bride, the
Temple, the Flock, the New Israel. And there are certainly
rcferences to the Body-concept though, prior to the
writings of Augustine, these are not as frequent as we might
have expected.

The earliest reference to the Body-metaphor outside
the New Testament is to be found in the Epistle usually
known as First Clement (37, 38). In this the author
paints a vivid picture of the Church as an army of Christ.
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In an army there is perfect discipline and a gradation of
ranks.

The great cannot exist without the small nor the small
without the great. There is a kind of mixture in all things, and
thence arises mutual advantage. Let us take our body for an
example. The head is nothing without the feet, and the feet
arc nothing without the head; yea the very smallest members
of our body are necessary and useful to the whole body. But
all work (or breathe) harmoniously together, and are under
one common rule for the preservation of the whole body. Let
our whole body, then, be preserved in Christ Jesus; and let
every one be subject to his neighbour, according to the special
gift bestowed upon him. Let the strong not despise the weak,
and let the weak show respect unto the strong.

Here no mention is made of particular hierarchics within
the Church. The whole emphasis, as in Paul’s use of the
metaphor in 1 Corinthians 12, is on all the members of the
Church working harmoniously together under the leadership
of the one head (though an earlier reference to ““generals”
in the army may indicate that Clement had certain ministers
in mind).

Ignatius, in spite of his decp concern for the unity of the
Church, makes surprisingly little use of the Body-metaphor.
He does indeed quote the passage from Ephesians, “There
is onc Body and one Spirit,” and in his own Epistle to the
Ephesians (17) he secms to have the relationship between
Christ as Head and the Church as Body in mind: but we
could not claim for a moment that his is a recognizable
organic view of the Church. In thc Shepherd of Hermas
there are three references to the Body of Christ, but in the
other second-century writings there is scarcely any explicit
use of the idea though, as Mersch has pointed out, the
doctrine of the two Adams is at the very centre of Irenacus’
theological position and this doctrine has a very close
relationship with the doctrine of the mystical Body of
Christ.

Irenaeus’ most striking use of the Body-metaphor occurs
in an unusual context. Instead of relating the idea to the
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Christian Church whose members ““fill up that which is behind
of the afflictions of Christ”” (Col. 1: 24) in their flesh, he
applies it to the Old Testament prophets who in their bodies,
cach in his own way, prefigured some particular part of the
wholeness of Christ’s sufferings. He does indeed affirm that
all those on whom the Spirit of God rests will suffer persecu-
tion—and doubtless this is connected in his mind with the
Christian Church. But as is clear from the passage itself,
the primary application is to thosc who preceded Christ
rather than to those who follow Him in time.

And indeed the prophets, along with other things which they
predicted, also foretold this, that all those on whom the Spirit
of God should rest, and who would obey the word of the Father,
and serve Him according to their ability, should suffer per-
secution, and be stoned and slain. For the prophets prefigured
in themselves all these things, because of their love to God and
on account of His word. For since they themselves were
members of Christ, each one of them in his place as a member
did, in accordance with this, set forth the prophecy (assigned
him) ; all of them, although many, prefiguring only one, and
proclaiming the things which pertain to one. For just as the
working of the whole body is exhibited through means of our
members, while the figure of a complete man is not display~d
by one member, but through means of all taken together, so
also did all the prophets prefigure the one (Christ); while
everyone of them, in his special place as a member, did, in
accordance with this, fill up the (established) dispensation, and
shadowed forth beforchand that particular working of Christ
which was connected with that member.?

In onc other passage Irenaeus shows his close acquaintance
with Paul’s doctrine of the Church as the home of the
Spirit and proceeds to use the doctrine as a bulwark against
heresy. This principle was destined to be constantly appealed
to in the carly Church—the principle, namely, that if the
Holy Spirit. is the Spirit of thc Body of Christ, then only
those within the Body can partake of the Spirit. Such an
appeal, of course, assumes that the outward form of the
Body is readily distinguishable—though in point of fact, the
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precise demarcation of the boundaries of the Body has
proved to be onc of the most difficult problems in the
whole history of Christian thought.

This gift of God (i.e. the Holy Spirit) has been entrusted to
the Church, as breath was to the first created man, for this
purpose, that all the members receiving it may be vivified ; and
the means (of communion) with Christ has been distributed
throughout it, that is, the Holy Spirit, the earnest of in-
corruption, the means of confirming our faith, and the ladder
of ascent to God. ‘For in the Church,’ it is said, ‘God hath set
apostles, prophets, teachers’ and all the other means through
which the Spirit works; of which all those are not partakers who
do not join themselves to the Church, but defraud themselves
of life through their perverse opinions and infamous behaviour.
For where the Church is, there is the Spirit of God ; and where

the Spirit of God is, there is the Church, and every kind of
grace.3

When we come to the turn of the second century we find
the Alexandrian theologians appealing to the Body-
metaphor as a stimulus to an imitation of Christ the Head
both in His knowledge of the truth and in His purity of life.
But the tendency, as Mersch says, is to minimize the
ontological and the mysterious in the thought of our incor-
poration into Christ, and to emphasize rather the ethical
and the spiritual. Cyprian, as is well known, had an almost
fanatical concern for the maintenance of the unity of the
Church. Secessions had taken place, and rival groups had
been cstablished, and Cyprian felt bound to proclaim the
necessity for the Church’s external unity in the most uncom-
promising way. After quoting the words from Ephcsians
about onec Body and one Spirit he goes on to affirm that
episcopate and church alike are one and undivided. He
employs various similes to illustrate his contention that the
Church, though spread abroad, is one in her inmost life—
the sun and its rays, the trce and its boughs, the source and
its many streams—but strangely enough he does not include
the body and its members, except in a passing reference to
the one head. In Cyprian the need for the whole Church to
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maintain its unity by preserving its relationship to the one
episcopate is constantly reiterated. But the Body-image
seems to be employed almost entirely in the interests of this
external unity under the one head rather than in the
service of what might be called a truly organic doctrine of
the Church as the Body of Christ.

2

It is in the writings of Augustine that the doctrine of the
Church first reccives a more comprehensive treatment, but
it is almost impossible to construct any kind of system out of
his many-sided thought. One thing however stands out
clearly. The idea of the Church as the Body of Christ
fascinated him and he returns to it again and again. If there
is one single determinative concept which draws together
his devotional, his ecclesiatical and his ethical teachings it
is this central image. Dr. Grabowski has gone so far as to
say that almost cvery page in Augustine’s voluminous
Enarrationes in Psalmos has references to Christ, the Head of
the Church, and to the faithful forming the members of

is Body.4

When we examine Augustine’s doctrine in detail we find
that he uses the Body-concept primarily for what we
should call devotional purposes, though it is true that
devotion can never be scparated from doctrine. In his
commentarics on the Psalms he sets up as one of his chief
interpretative principles that what is said of the Head may
be applied to the Body, that what is said of the Body may
be applied to the Head. For Head and Body form one
Christ. To justify this method of interpretation he returns
more than once to the Apostle’s word in 1 Corinthians
12: 12, “as in one body there are many members; and all
the members of the body, whereas they are many, are one
body, so also is Christ.”” ““He did not say,” Augustine com-
ments,  ‘so also is Christ’s’, that is, Christ’s body or Christ’s
members, but ‘so also is Christ’, thus calling the head and
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the body one Christ.”s And again: “We all are in Him
both Christ’s and Christ, since in some manner the whole
Christ is the Head and the body.’¢ Thus, he says, we
learn to know Christ in the Scriptures, but it is also in the
Scriptures that we learn to know the Church. We read of
Abraham’s seed: herc we apprehend both Christ and the
Church. In Psalm 2 we read of Christ as the Son: imme-
diately after we read of the Church, His possession. And
he goes on to extend this by referring to other Psalms in
which a word spoken of Christ is immediately completed
by some truth concerning His Church. Wherever we
recognize the Christ, there too we recognize the Church,
for .Head and Body constitute one Christ. “What is the
Church?” he asks. ‘“The Body of Christ: Add the head to
it and it becomes one man; the head and the body make
up one man. The head, what is it? He who was born of
the Virgin Mary. His body, what is it? His bride, that is
to say, the Church . . . and the Father has willed that the
two should make one man: the Divine Christ and the
Church.”7 Augustine never tires of proclaiming, as Mersch
shows by countless references, that Christ and the Church
constitute one thing, one soul, one man, one person, one
whole Christ, one Son of God.

But what are the consequences which follow from this
identification? Augustine delights to draw out its significance
for every aspect of the life of the Christian. He applies it to
the prayer life. “When then wec present our supplications
to God, let us not separate ourselves from the Son, and
when the Body of the Son prays, let it not scparate itself
from the Head. Let the only Saviour of the Body, our Lord
Jesus Christ, Son of God . . . both pray for us and pray in
us and be prayed to by us. He prays for us, as our priest;
he prays in us, as our head; he is prayed to by us, as our
God.” Again the Saviour continues His passion in His
Church, just as He continues His prayer. In fact all the
incidents in His earthly incarnate life are full of significance
for His Church: they were the initial expression of that life
which is to be continued in His Church. Augustine often
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refers to the words spoken on the Damascus road : “Saul,
Saul, why persecutest thou Me?” The persecutor of the
Church was in fact persecuting Christ Himself. Further, the
sacrifice of the Christ is continued in the sacrifice of the
Eucharist in which the Church itself is laid upon the altar.
She receives the bread, the one body made up of many
grains which correspond to the many mcmbers in the
Church of Christ. The holiness of Christ, the unity which is
in Christ, the love of Christ—all belong both to Head and
Body and it is for the Body to enter into full possession of
that which God has committed to it in Christ. So constantly
does Augustine return to this theme that it tends to become
monotonous. In every respect Christ and His Church, the
Head and the Body are one. In its witness, in its worship,
in its tribulations, in its temptations, in its lifc of charity,
in its life of understanding, it is Christ that is preaching,
Christ that is praying, Christ that is suffering, Christ that is
labouring. Nowhere in Christian literature is the union
between the Head and the members of His Body more
profoundly analysed and more vividly set forth than in the
writings of Augustine.

This intimate union between the Head and the Body was
regarded as of signal importance not only devotionally, but
also evidentially. What we see in the Body, the Church,
leads us to faith in the living Head of the Church. The
following is a particularly striking passage in which he works
out this thought in full,

This the disciples did not yet see, namely, the Church
throughout all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. They saw the
Head and they believed the Head in the matter of the body.
By this which they saw they believed that which they did not
see. We too are like to them ; we see something which they did
not see, and we do not see something which they did see. What
do we see which they did not? The Church throughout all
nations. What is it we do not see, which they saw? Christ
present in the flesh. As they saw Him and believed concerning
the Body, so do we see the Body : let us believe concerning the
Head. Let what we have respectively seen help us. The sight

93



THE STRUCTURE OF THE DIVINE SOCIETY

of Christ helped them to believe in the future Church; the
sight of the Church helps us to believe that Christ has risen.
Their faith was made complete, and ours is made complete
also. Their faith was made complete by the sight of the Head;
ours is made complete by the sight of the Body. Christ was
made known to them wholly, and to us is He so made known.
But He was not seen wholly by them, nor has He been seen
wholly by us. By them the Head was seen, the Body' believed.
Yet to none is Christ lacking. In all He is complete, though
to this day His Body remains imperfect.8

3

Another aspect of Augustine’s doctrine of the Church is to
be found in his frequent reference to the fact that the Holy
Ghost is the soul of the Body of Christ. Augustine was con-
fronted by a situation which has often recurred in Christian
history—a situation in which individuals and groups who
had separated themselves from the institutional Church
claimed that the Holy Ghost was an individual gift,
bestowed by God upon the individual apart from any
necessary relationship to the institutional whole. But Augus-
tine would not allow this. To leave the Body was to lose
the Spirit. If the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Body (and
of this Augustine had no doubt) then, just as in a natural
body, an arm or leg which is severed from the body is no
longer animated by the soul of the body, so a member
severed from the Church can no longer enjoy the inspiration
of the Spirit of Christ which is the Holy Spirit. For Augustine
the implications which follow from the Body-image are
ineluctable. If you desire to possess the Holy Spirit you
must become a member and remain a member of the Body
which He inhabits.

“Let them,” he says, “become the Body of Christ if they
wish to live of Christ’s Spirit. Only the Body of Christ
lives of the Spirit of Christ. Do you also will to live of the
Spirit of Christ? Be in the Body of Christ.”” Again:
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That which the soul is to the human body, the Holy Spirit
is to the Body of Christ which is the Church. That which the
soul effects in a single body, the Holy Spirit effects in the whole
Church. But observe what it is you ought to avoid, to do and
to fear. In the human body it happens sometimes that a mem-
ber is cut off—a hand, a finger, a foot. Does the soul accompany
the severed member? While it was joined to the body:it lived ;
when it is cut off it loses life. So for the Christian while he
is a member of the church his life is in his body, he is a
catholic. If he is cut off he becomes a heretic: The spirit does
not accompany the severed member.9

Probably Augustine would not have denied that there was
a real operation of the Spirit outside the Church and that
even a bad man might become partaker of some particular
gift of the Spirit (as Saul had the gift of prophecy). But
in the light of Romans 5: 5: “Because the love of God is
shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is
given unto us” he is convinced that the chief and altogether
indispensable gift of the Spirit is love; and secondly, he is
convinced that love shows itself primarily in the maintenance
of unity in the bond of peace. “He is not a partaker of the
divine love who is the enemy of unity.” 10 “Those are wanting
in God’s love who do not care for the unity of the Church;
and consequently we are right in understanding that the
Holy Spirit may be said not to be received except in the
Catholic Church.”’:t We may well believe that his chief
concern was his positive assurance that within the Catholic
Church the Holy Spirit was ever supplying the gifts of
unity and peacc: but he could not avoid the ncgative con-
clusion that outside the Catholic Church the Spirit could
not be found.

4

We have noted Augustine’s constant reiteration of two
themes: (1) That Body and Head together constitute the
Whole Christ; (2) That the soul of the Body of Christ is the
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Holy Spirit. In developing each of these themes he was
dependent largely upon the New Testament itself. He had
the testimony of 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4 and he
used this testimony to create an ideal picture of the relations
between Christ and His Church.

But did this description really correspond to the situation
as he knew it in the world of his day? Did the Church—the
external, institutional Church in the world—show the
marks of love and unity and peace and deep identification
with the Christ in prayer and witness and suffering of
which Augustine speaks so confidently and so impressively?
In a measure the answer must be “No’’, and it is evident
that a good deal of Augustine’s concern is to explain the
existence of imperfection in the empirical Church when the
true Church has so exalted a status and character. At the
same time it must also be recognized that Augustine had
found in the Catholic Church of his own day a stability
and a unity and a quality of social life such as existed, to
his knowledge, nowhere clse. He had cast himself into the
arms of this Church, hc believed in this Church as the
representative of Christ on earth and he found it utterly
incomprehensible that individuals or groups should wish
to cut themselves off from this true Body of Christ.

Rothe has described Augustine’s position accurately when
he writes:

The position in which he found rescue from the shipwreck
of his inner life, and to which he convulsively clung with all
the vehemence of his energetic spirit, was the profound con-
viction that the Catholic Church, and that alone, is an his-
torical phenomenon in which the Christian spirit can actually
express and realize itself, and in which he possessed a living,
powerful organism for his activity—in a word, the conscious-
ness of the specific and exclusive adaptation of the Catholic
Church to the Christian life, as the mould in which that life
was to be formed. In his view, the Catholic Church stood forth
as the compassionate, loving guide of erring man, who, apart
from her, must needs be abandoned, without hope of deliver-
ance, to himself, fallen and isolated in his selfishness; as the
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never-failing fountain from which alone divine grace and vital
force are derived; as the truly divine community upon carth,
in which alone there is a true life of holy love; and as the
paternal home in which each one, according to his individual
need, finds sympathy and faithful care for his infirmities, and
at the same time, an adequate theatre for his Christian
activity.1z

Certain of these ideas may have comc to Augustine from
the writings of Cyprian, but in the main the Church as he
found it in his own day was clothed in his mind with the
exalted imagery of the New Testament and regarded as the
embodiment of the Divine life in the world.

How then did he reconcile his leading concept of the
Church as the Body of Christ with the existence of sin and
imperfection in the Church? Broadly speaking it was by
focussing attention upon the whole rather than upon the
parts, upon the ideal rather than upon the actual. This is
not to say that he was indifferent to the part played by the
individual in the actual situation, but the whole comes first
in his thinking. It is for the individual to identify himself
with the life and destiny of the whole. If he fails to do so,
his is the loss: the divine purpose for the whole must be
realized.

This general outlook leads him to lay great emphasis
upon the extension of the life of the Church in history.
He says:

Our Lord Jesus Christ is as one whole perfect man, both
head and body. We acknowledge the Head in that Man who
was born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was buried, rose from the dead, ascended into heaven, sitteth
at the right hand of the Father, from thence we look for Him
to come to judge the living and the dead. This is the Head of
the Church (Epb. 5: 23). The body of this Head is the Church,
not the church of this country only, but of the whole world;
not that of this age only, but from Abel himself down to those
who shall to the end be born and shall believe in Christ, the
whole assembly of Saints belonging to one City, which City
is Christ’s body, of which Christ is the head.3
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Augustine exults in the thought that all the faithful from
the beginning to the end of time form the one Body of
Christ: he exults in the thought that this Body is spread
throughout the whole world: and finally he exults in the
thought that the Head, and part even of the Body, are in
heaven. Thus backwards and forwards in time, outwards
in the world, upwards into heaven, the one Body is extended,
the Body which forms the focus of universal unity, the
Body which is the centre of Divine life. Some individuals
at present in the body will be cut off and finally excluded
from its fellowship. Some members must be regarded as
dead even now by reason of sin although they may retain
their place within the juridical body. But all this does not
affect the grandeur of the origin and life and destiny of
the whole.

There is then this double-sidedness in Augustine. He had
found his own salvation within the visible, empirical Church
and he never flagged in his zeal to promote the welfare of
that Church and to draw others within its embrace. Yet,
as Bishop Robertson has put it, there was always in rescrve
in his writings an element of ‘‘abstract idealism—the
appeal to transcendental reality, to the aspect of things
as viewed sub specie aeternitatis.”’*4 He was vividly aware of
the pure Form which lay beyond ‘‘the mist of corporeal
images”, though he was equally aware that it was through
the earthly that the lineaments of the heavenly could be
discerned. To reconcile completely these two aspects of
his thought is not possible. Perhaps the tension can best be
expressed in the words of Dr. Grabowski’s article to which
I am indebted in this discussion.

“The visible Church,” he says, ‘““——the Augustinian
Catholica—is neither in whole nor in part a different entity
from the Mystical Body of Christ—the Augustinian corpus
Christi. They are one and the same Church, the true Church
of Christ. The members of the one are identical with the
members of the other; the extension of the one coincides
perfectly with the extension of the other. In kind and quality
of members (italics mine) they differ: the member of the
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Mystical Body of Christ possesses divine life in his soul,
whereas the sinner is devoid of it; the former is a living
member of Christ, the latter a dead member attached to
Christ by virtue of the oneness of the Mystical Body of
Christ and the external Church.”1s

Thus if Augustine’s doctrine of the Body of Christ is to
be called an organic theory it is so in a mystical and spiritual
rather than a technical and formal sense. He is concerned
with the kind and gquality of the life of the individual member.
He is concerned with the lack of the spirit of unity and
love in the schismatics of his day. These were the weighty
reasons which constituted them diseased or dead members
within the Catholica or even severed them from the Body of
Christ. He does not deal with questions of abiding structures
or continuing interrelationships in any formal way. The
Body of Christ animated by the Holy Spirit of unity and
love is the vision, the ideal, the heavenly reality constantly
before Augustine’s mind. To dwell in unity with the Head
is for him the summum bonum of individual and social living.
True, no one could have Christ as Head unless he were
joined to the Body, the Church, in its manifestation in
time. But the most important thing of all is that those who
are members of Christ “are with Him in Heaven through
hope: He is with us on earth through love”.
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Chapter Six
ORGANIC IDEALS IN THE MIDDLE AGES

1

T first sight it may appear that Aquinas’ doctrine
of the Church as the Mystical Body of Christ is

almost exactly similar to that previously expounded
by Augustine. Let us, for example, consider a passage from
the Exposition of the Creed which Pére Congar regards as
one of the most thorough and at the same time one of the
most spontancous of Aquinas’ definitions of the nature and
function of the Church.

As in a man there is one soul and one body, yet a diversity
of members, so the Catholic Church is one body and has
different members. The soul which quickens this body is the
Holy Ghost; and that is why, after faith in the Holy Ghost,
we are required to have faith in the Catholic Church, as the
creed itself makes clear. He who says Church says Congrega-
tion; and he who says Holy Church says Congregation of the
Faithful, and he who says Christian Man says Member of that
Church. . .. The Church is one, and this unity of the Church
is grounded in three elements. It is grounded first in the one-
ness of faith; for all Christians belonging to the body of the
Church believe in the same reality, as Scripture says: That
ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions
among you (1 Cor. 1: 10); One Lord, one faith, one baptism
(Eph. 4: 5). Further, this unity comes from the oneness of
hope, for all are rooted in the same hope of attaining to eternal
life, as St. Paul says again: There is one body and one Spirit,
even as ye are called in one hope of your calling (Eph. 4: 4).
Thirdly, there is the oneness in love, for all are joined unto the
love of God, and to one another in the love of one another,
according to what St. John says: The glory which thou gavest
me have I given them: that they may be one, even as we are
one (John 17: 22). This love reveals itself, if it be true when
the members have care and solicitude one for another and
when they feel for one another.?
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Here, as in Augustine, there is the emphasis on the one
Body made up of many members and yet quickened by the
one Holy Spirit: on the unity of the Body in faith and hope
and love: on the universal extension of the Body in space
and time. Here, as in Augustine, the primary interest is in
the spiritual and the ethical rather than the metaphysical
and the formal. Not yet is there any spccial concern for
the sociological implications of the Body imagery but the
emphasis lies rather upon the dynamic Spirit producing in
every member of the one Body in a mysterious way the
graces of faith, hope and charity which incline and lead it
towards God Himself. The Church is the Body of Christ
and because ‘“‘Christ bears in Himself the whole economy
of the new life, the whole of humanity reborn moving back
to God,” the Church ‘‘is really a kind of overflow of a
fountain, or an unfolding and development of what was
from the beginning Real in Christ”.2 Thus the intellectual
and moral life of the Church is in reality the life of Christ
Himself returning to God in filial devotion and love.

But although Thomas shares with Augustine this primary
interest in the theological and ethical life of the Body of
Christ and of the members in that Body, he is more con-
cerned with the pattern of the external life of the Body than
Augustine ever was. Under the influence of the revived
Aristotclianism Thomas could hardly fail to enquire about
the earthly form of the Church, its structure and organiza-
tion, its seat of authority, its relations to the political and
social order. So the highly important question arises whether
he used the Body-imagery derived from the New Testament
to establish what may be called an organic theory of the
Church and indeed of society as a whole. Can it be shown
that in the thought of the Middle Ages the whole of human
society was regarded as one vast organism within which
particular groups could be regarded as smaller organisms,
all sharing in the life and general organic structure of the
larger whole?

In his classical treatment of Political Theories of the Middle
Age Professor Otto Gierke asserts that ‘“‘under the influence
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of Biblical allegories and the models set by Greek and Roman
writers, the comparison of Mankind at large and every
smaller group to an animate body was universally adopted
and pressed. . . . According to the allegory that was found
in the profound words of the Apostle—an allegory which
dominated all spheres of thought—Mankind constituted a
Mystical Body, whereof the Head was Christ. It was just
from this principle that the theorists of the ecclesiastical
party deduced the proposition that upon earth the Vicar
of Christ represents the one and only Head of this Mystical
Body, for, were the Emperor an additional Head, we should
have before us a two-headed monster, an animal biceps.””3
The fact that the theorists of the imperial party, starting
from the same picture of the Body, were able to deduce the
necessity for a temporal Head of Christendom in direct
opposition to the ecclesiastical theorists, shows how dangerous
and how undeterminative it is to ground details of structure
upon some general pictorial likeness. But having once
accepted the idea of Mankind as a bodily organism there
was scarcely any limit to the lengths to which certain
doctrinaire writers were prepared to go in working out
comparisons between the body and the social order. Nicholas
of Cusa, for example, affirmed that there was the Spiritual
and Temporal Hierarchy, each belonging to the one
Organism, animated by the One Spirit. These two were
then made to correspond stage by stage. On the one side
was the Papacy as brain, the Patriarchate as ears and eyes,
the Archepiscopate as arms, the Episcopate as fingers, and
so on; on the other side stood the Emperor, the Prince-
Electors, the nobles, and so on. In one writer quoted by
Gierke, landfolk, handicraftsmen, and the like are the feet,
the protection of the folk is the shoeing and the distress of
the feet is the State’s gout! The medical knowledge of the
day was brought into the service of these comparisons and
the result, as can well be imagined, was often fantastic and
even absurd.

However, wiser minds sought to employ the similitude in
a more sober way, using it to enforce the lesson that in
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every true society the different members must support and
strengthen one another, pursuing the same end and striving
together for the welfare of the common whole. The picture
of the head in relation to the body introduced a rather
different set of ideas and brought the doctrine of organism
into close relationship with the doctrine of the monarchy—
though to view a society as an organism does not necessarily
mean that it must be viewed in monarchical or oligarchical
terms. It is significant that there is no suggestion in the
Middle Ages of ascribing personality to the social organism.
Society could be regarded as a bodily organism, functioning
healthily and harmoniously in fulfilment of its true end, but
not as a personality pursuing or expressing a will and purpose
of its own. In this respect men’s ideas were held firmly
within the confines of Natural Law, the system of universal
order to which both individuals and societies were held to
conform.

2

What now are we to say of Aquinas’ own doctrine of the
Church in the light of the general conceptions current in his
day? In the first place he has no doubt that to speak of the
Church as a body is to speak metaphorically.¢ Answering
the objection that it is not fitting for a head to have a head
(Christ is the Head of the Church but “The Head of Christ
is God”) he points out that in metaphorical speech we must
not expect a likeness in everything for then there would
not be a likeness but identity. The Head-Body relation
between Christ and His Church is metaphor or similitude:
it is not a description of ontological identity. As a Roman
Catholic theologian has aptly remarked in connection with
the Body-metaphor: “For theologians to find more than an
accommodative interpretation in an allegorical paralleling
of the diverse parts of the human anatomical structure and
the various functions and states of the Church would be to
submit sacred truth to ridicule.”s
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Indeed, Thomas himself is not slow to affirm that there
are differences as well as similarities between the natural
body of man and the mystical body of Christ. This is the
difference he says, *“. . . that the members of the natural body
are all together, and the members of the mystical are not all
together: neither as regards their natural being, since the
body of the Church is made up of the men who have been
from the beginning of the world until its end : nor as regards
their supernatural being, since, of those who are at any one
time, some there are who are without grace, yet will after-
wards obtain it, and some have it already.”é And the
diffcrences could be multiplied. The Body-image is a
metaphor: it does not imply similarities in every respect.

In the second place Aquinas leaves us in no doubt as to
what he considers the chief point of comparison between a
human body and a social organism. ‘A multiplicity organized
into unity by the concourse of different activities and func-
tions”’7 may be metaphorically called a body. It is the
unifying of different activities towards one single end which
is significant for him and this he sees in any true society
but above all in the Christian society. And this is so in the
Christian society by reason of the fact that it is the Body
whose Head is Christ. In an ordinary body the head is the
principle of order, of perfection, of power: in the Church
Christ likewise is the centre of order, perfection and power.
In an ordinary body the head influences the other members
in two ways: (1) by a certain intrinsic influence inasmuch
as motive and sensitive force are derived by the other
members from the head; (2) by a certain exterior guidance
inasmuch as by sight and the senses, which are rooted in
the head, man is guided in his exterior acts. Now, says
Aquinas, the first of these influences is mediated by Christ
alone, but the second can be mediated through the head
of a particular part of the body at a particular time and
place. Christ is supreme Head but His agents can be
denominated ‘‘heads” in whatever spheres of influence they
may rule.

In the third place Aquinas touches on the hierarchical
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principle though he docs not expound it at length. “An
ordered multitude,” he says, ‘““is part of another multitude
as the domestic multitude is part of the civil multitude; and
hence the father who is head of the domestic multitude has
a head above him—i.e. the civil governor.”8 He points out
that the diversity of states and functions in the Church is
related to three things: (1) To the perfecting of the Church.
As perfection, which in God is simple and uniform, becomes
multiform in the universe, so the perfection of Christ flows
forth to His members in many and various ways (Eph. 4:
11, 12). (2) To the need of differentiation of labour in the
Church (Rom. 12: 4, 5). (3) To the nobility and beauty of
the Church which consist in a certain “‘order.” The diversity
of states and duties actually promotes unity according to the
saying of Eph. 4: 16.9

In the fourth place it is clear that Aquinas depends upon
Aristotle for much of his social doctrine of man. Man is
not simply a pilgrim pursuing his way through the wilderness
of sin to the heavenly city. He cannot even be regarded as
dwelling securcly within the ecclesiastical order and waiting
for the final redemption of the body. His activitics within
the secular order are of consummate importance, for (and
here Aquinas directly follows Aristotle) man is by nature
animal politicum et sociale and therefore his life in society
must be lived according to principles established within the
regimen of Natural Law. It is not a matter of indifference
what kind of political order is set up. The State must be
organized in such a way as to conform to the Divine Law
and promote the common good. Thus an individual must
not attempt to lecad a solitary existence: his full life can
only be realized in so far as he is “well proportioned to the
common good”.

But this view of the social nature of man led Thomas to
adopt another of Aristotle’s leading principles—that the
whole is always prior to the parts and that therefore the
good of the whole must take precedence of the good of the
individual member. We have already spoken of the problems
which this principle creates and it becomes an exceedingly
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delicate task to know how far Thomas, in adopting this
principle, guarded himself from the dangers of Totali-
tarianism to which it may easily lead. He insisted that the
good of the community is more important than the good of
the individual and quoted Aristotle to the effect that the
whole differs from the parts not only in quantity but also
in kind. Yet he is equally insistent that whatever his duties
to the social whole may be, in the last resort ‘‘all that a man
is, and can do, and has, must be directed to God.”t This is
probably his ultimate safeguard against any form of social
tyranny but it does not affect his general principle that in
the life both of State and Church ‘“‘the common good” must
ever hold the place of supreme importance.

In the final analysis we shall call Aquinas’ general theory
of the social order ‘“‘organic” for two reasons: because of the
essential framework of Natural Law in which it is set and
because of the constant emphasis upon Life, especially in
the sections dealing with the relation between Christ and
His Church. In our judgment the twofold emphasis upon
Law and Life must be characteristic of every theory of
society which may justly be called ‘“‘organic”. A central
source of life pouring vitality through every part of an
ordered structure—that is the essence of organism.

Now Aquinas believed with all his heart that he was living
in an ordered universe and that the secrets of its order would
yield themselves to the patient enquiry of the human reason.
These secrets were the “laws” of its structure and it was his
aim to set them forth accurately and systematically. The
result was a hierarchical system which included the whole
universe and within which every individual part could find
its proper place. The outline of his system has been well
described by J. Bowle in his admirable history of Western
Political Thought. “The world,” he says, ““is governed by
God’s Law, which rules at different levels in the cosmic
hierarchy. Eternal Law transcends human experience
altogether; next, Divine Law is embodied in the revelation
of the Scripture and the dogma of the Church; Natural
Law rules the material and animal creation, including all
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men, while Human Law is assigned specifically for the
regulation of society. It may take different forms in different
places, but is the reflection on its own plane of the general
pattern of Natural Law, whereby every creature fulfils its
natural aim, the fullness of its own life within the Divine
order.” 1z

Here then is the ordered structure; but the question still
remains, what is to animate the structure and give it life?
The answer is, of course, that God is the beginning and end
of all life. He is in very truth the soul of the universe, the
source of all its natural life. Yet there is also a supernatural
life, the fullness of which is to be found in Christ alone.
He, as Head of the Mystical Body, communicates this life
to all its members. In this thought of the Christ as Head of
the Church, as source of all grace, as life of its life, as power
and movement of all its members, not only Aquinas’ intellect
but also his heart found illumination and joy. The Church
he sees as a Divine Organism which is distinct from all
other social organisms. Christ indeed is the Head of all
men, those being related to Him in potentiality who are
not yet related to him in faith.12 The whole universe is
animated by God and moves towards God. But the Church,
the Body of Christ, is in an altogether unique way animated
by the Holy Spirit flowing from its Head and finds its power
and perfection through Him in the life of God Himself,

3

The most powerful advocate of the organic view of the
universe and of society at the time of thc Reformation was
Richard Hooker. He was an admirer of the scholastics and
he preserved much of the general philosophical outlook of
Thomas Aquinas. Yet there was also something charac-
teristically English about his modification of Aquinas’
method and doctrine. He is less subtle, less rigid, less
scientific. He writes with clarity and suavity and with an
eye always to the practical application. He does not indulge
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in flights of speculation or fancy nor does he pursue a
thought to its farthest limit. He seeks to maintain a sense
of proportion and to show how his principles are related
to the political as well as to the ecclesiastical situation in
England. He is firm and yet tolerant and though at times
he may seem to be inconsistent and inclined to compromise,
his writings have retained their influence even to the
present day.

Like Aquinas, Hooker made the principle of Law the
foundation of his entire system. In fact if there is one thing
that can stir Hooker’s feelings and raise him to the heights
of eloquence it is the thought of the Divine Law. “Of
Law”, he says, “‘there can be no less acknowledged, than
that her seat is the bosom of God, her voice the harmony
of the world ; all things in heaven and earth do her homage,
both angels and men and creatures of what condition
soever . . . all with uniform consent admiring her as the
mother of their peace and joy.”’ 13

But Law, as Hooker conceives it, is no simple and straight-
forward affair. He speaks of the Eternal Law of God, Natural
Law, Human Laws and Ecclesiastical Laws and seeks to
understand the proper relation between them all. Natural
Law, which is directly based upon the Eternal Law of God,
would have been sufficient to lead man in the paths of
righteousness and peace had it not been that his sinful
appetites caused him to transgress the Law of his Nature
and so to disturb the course of the whole universe. Because
of this fatal transgression other laws have had to be devised
to keep him in check and by the imposition of punishments
or rewards to incite him to seek after virtue.

Hooker proceeds to discuss the social organization of man-
kind in an important passage which we shall quote in full.

Forasmuch as we are not by ourselves sufficient to furnish
ourselves with competent store of things needful for such a life
as our nature doth desire, a life fit for the dignity of man;
therefore to supply those defects and imperfections which are
in us living singly and solely by ourselves, we are naturally
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induced to seek communion and fellowship with others. This
was the cause of men’s uniting themselves at the first in politic
Societies, which societies could not be without Government,
nor Government without a distinct kind of Law from that
which hath been already declared. Two foundations there are
which bear up public societies; the one, a natural inclination,
whereby all men desire sociable life and fellowship; the other,
an order expressly or secretly agreed upon touching the manner
of their union in living together. The latter is that which we
call the Law of a Commonweal, the very soul of a politic body,
the parts whereof are by Law animated, held together, and
set on work in such actions, as the common good requireth.
Laws politic, ordained for external order and regiment amongst
men, are never framed as they should be, unless presuming the
will of man to be inwardly obstinate, rebellious and averse
from all obedience unto the sacred Laws of his nature; in a
word, unless presuming man to be in regard of his depraved
mind little better than a wild beast, they do accordingly
provide notwithstanding so to frame his outward actions that
they be no hindrance unto the common good for which
societies are instituted: unless they do this, they are not
perfect. x4

In this striking passage there is a curious mixture of
optimism and pessimism. On the one hand we have the
picture of individuals recognizing by the light of nature that
they cannot exist without one another’s fellowship and help:
this draws them together into politic societies in which each
may give according to his ability and each may receive
according to his need. Yet on the other hand we have the
picture of men who are little better than wild beasts, intent
upon wrecking the common good and having therefore to
be restrained and disciplined by laws which prescribe the
correct patterns of common life. Men must live together in
order to rise to the full dignity of their nature: men cannot
live together unless they are governed by a Law expressing
and safeguarding the common good.

What kind of Law then is most suited to the ordering of
a stable society? Hooker has a certain leaning towards a
paternalistic order for he recognizes that in the very nature
of things the family stands under the authority of the father.
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Yet he does not press this point but asserts that many kinds
of different regiment may be devised according to different
times and circumstances. The devisin