A Little book for New Theologians Book Review

Kelly M. Kapic wrote ‘A Little Book for New Theologians’ in 2012. The book contains 127 pages, and each page has been used to the fullest effect to convey information about theology to new theologians. The ten chapters entailed in the book break down into bite-size chunks what it means to do theology.
	The book opens up by immediately closing down an argument which has existed for a long time. The argument being that theology is only done by those who believe in God. Martin Luther, when giving a sermon on Psalm 5 said, ‘we are all called theologians…’.[footnoteRef:1] Theology: meaning conversations about God, is often thought to be the premise of faithful believers in God. However, it is also conducted by stout Atheists when they give their arguments against the existence of God. One such Atheist mentioned in Kapic’s book is Ludwig Feuerbach. Feuerbach, a German Philosopher in the 1800’s,[footnoteRef:2] argued that when people talk about God, they are talking about the version of themselves that is achieved when every flaw is removed.[footnoteRef:3] This idea that Feuerbach was describing is an idea called Abstraction.[footnoteRef:4] Feuerbach was indeed doing theology when he made this comment as he was talking about whom or what he believed God to be. In this respect, Kapic does a great job of highlighting theology as being open and accessible to all; not just a select few. [1:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.15.]  [2:  Karl Barth University Presentation. George Whittington. 14/11/2023 [Accessed 07/01/2024]]  [3:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.17. ]  [4:  Karl Barth University Presentation. George Whittington. 14/11/2023 [Accessed 07/01/2023]] 

	
Another theological topic that Kapic unpacks and addresses well is the idea of what God is and is not. Many of us struggle to accept that God can operate in a way that is alien to us.[footnoteRef:5] In the book of Romans it says:  [5: A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.27.] 


‘For who can know the Lord’s thoughts? Who knows enough to give him advice?’. (Romans 11.34 NLT)

The topic that Kapic mentions is the theological importance of the teaching of love for thy neighbour.[footnoteRef:6] It is all well and good having knowledge of God and being able to participate in discussions where theology is debated, such as the Council of Trent (1545-1563).[footnoteRef:7] However, according to Kapic, to not have Love is to reduce the words of the loveless believers as barren, and their services offensive.[footnoteRef:8] This is not just the viewpoint of Kapic, as can be seen in the book of Corinthians, Kapic’s view is grounded in theology as shown by the Apostle Paul when he says that: [6:  Kapic, p.83.]  [7:  Christian Theology: An Introduction. Alistere E. McGrath (John Wiley & Sons, 2017) p.44]  [8:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.83] 

‘…If I speak in the tongues of men or of Angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding Gong…’
			(1 Corinthians 13.1 NIV)

A big sub-topic in this area is the apparent dichotomy of a God of love and the issue of suffering. How can God allow suffering? Kapic argues that spiritual bondage can induce physical suffering.[footnoteRef:9] From this, is it safe to conclude from Kapic’s observations that a person’s physical suffering can be directly related to the current state of their spiritual health? Many people argue that if there was a God, then suffering would not take place; as there is suffering; God cannot exist. However, Kapic may well be intimating that instead of seeing suffering as the absence of God; the injustice of suffering is compelling the spiritual part of humans to cry out like a prodigal son, longing to be reunited with its Father. As humans and therefore by definition temporal, it is impossible to understand God’s motivations, intentions, and plans. However, suffering is not something new and in many cases is instigated by people in their misguided notions of Christianity. Some examples include the Bishop’s wars (1639,1640)[footnoteRef:10] and the Thirty years war (1618-1648).[footnoteRef:11] ‘The Good Friday Song’ by Sidney Carter sums up well the way God works outside of our thinking on this issue of suffering: [9:  A Little book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.89]  [10:  Britannica Online Encyclopaedia. The Bishop’s Wars. William L. Hosch [Accessed 08/01/2024]]  [11:  Britannica Online Encyclopaedia. The Thirty Years war. Adam Augustyn. January 2 20124 [Accessed 08/01/2024]] 

				
God is up in Heaven, and he doesn’t do a thing,
With a million angels watching and they never move a wing,
It’s God they ought to crucify instead of you and me,
I said to the carpenter a – hanging on a tree.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  The Hardest Problem. Rupert Shortt (Hodder & Stoughton, 2022) p.85.] 


 
Kapic, addressing this issue, says that far from being withdrawn to the problems of others, we should be anthroposensitive, meaning sensitive to humanity.[footnoteRef:13] Additionally, Kapic goes onto say that evidence of spirituality that is truly focused on God is not simply repetitively conducting religious services[footnoteRef:14], hoping like the Pharisee that their many words mean that they will be heard (Matthew 6.7), but true God directed spirituality is one which is focused on those whom are suffering.[footnoteRef:15] Kapic correctly diagnoses that an error in understanding of James 1.27.[footnoteRef:16] can often portray the Church as having a cold indifference to the cries of those in need. This coupled with 1 Corinthians 5.10[footnoteRef:17] which discusses a misunderstanding of who and who not to associate with, can have great confusion on the believer. Kapic, however, argues that to truly avoid becoming corrupted by this world and the ‘stain’ of sin, we should be like Jesus who ate with the sinners (Matthew 9.10-13 NIV); befriended the unfriendly (Matthew 5.43-48; 8.1-4 NIV); and instead of distancing ourselves from the problems of others, seek to help and bring comfort to those in most need.[footnoteRef:18] [13:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.82.]  [14:  Kapic, p.89.]  [15:  Kapic, p.89.]  [16:  James 1.27. mentions that an accurate reflection of God’s love is carried out with the care of orphans and widows in their distress. It also goes onto say, and this is where Kapic believes the Church makes the error, is remaining unstained from the world.]  [17:  1 Corinthians 5.10 talks about avoiding people who indulge in sexual sin, but Paul was referring to Christians who were involved in this, and not unbelievers. This again points to being with those who are suffering from the effects of sin. This does not just include those who are caught in fornication or adultery, but also those who have been subjected to rape and other sins.]  [18:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.85.] 

Throughout A Little Book for New Theologians, you do see breadcrumbs of reformation theology that come through Kapic’s work. One of these breadcrumbs can be seen through what a might be a vague reference to the viewpoint of Martin Luther. In The Babylonian captivity of the Christian Church, Luther made an argument that instead of the Church being the servant of the Gospel as was intended, it had become the master.[footnoteRef:19] This view coincides with that of Augustine of Hippo (354 – 430) who said, “my belief in the Gospel is only through the authority of the Catholic Church”.[footnoteRef:20] The Church, and indeed the belief of Augustine in this instance, could metaphorically be the foolish man that Kapic wrote about who demanded that God work within its limited understanding.[footnoteRef:21] This of course was not the intended part the Church was meant to play. The Church, with its practices and traditions, correctly should not be ignored. Tradition in this instance refers to the Latin Traditio, meaning to hand over.[footnoteRef:22] To make sense of this, we need to think of past generations who were told the message of Christianity and how they passed on what they were taught to future generations. Kapic writes that there is an ever-present danger within the pursuit of academia to ignore this Traditio that exists in those seated next to us in the pew as irrelevant;[footnoteRef:23] however, these Traditio can also keep one from dangerously becoming disillusioned with what Christianity is meant to be, as was the case with both the Bishop’s wars and the Thirty years war. Kapic also notes that traditions do not trump faithful theology and worship.[footnoteRef:24] To further emphasise this argument, Kapic uses the words of John Calvin (1509-1564). Calvin wrote in Institutes of Christian Religion that true and sound wisdom came from both Knowledge of God through theology and knowledge of ourselves.[footnoteRef:25] It is easy to see where Ludwig Feuerbach would misinterpret this as Knowledge of God is essentially Knowledge of oneself and therefore, we are God; However, Kapic writes that this is not what Calvin meant. Kapic argues that true wisdom comes from God when true worship is focused on God. This, according to Kapic, is not done through restricted congregational gatherings where the Church is the master of the Gospel, but rather the Church should be the vessel of the Gospel by allowing the word of God to be revealed and therefore should be joined to the whole of our lives.[footnoteRef:26] [19:  Christian Theology: An Introduction. Alistere E. McGrath (John Wiley & Sons, 2017) p.47.]  [20:  McGrath, p.112.]  [21:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.27]  [22:  McGrath, p.122.]  [23:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.103]  [24:  Kapic; p.104]  [25:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.25]  [26:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.26.] 

Further evidence that suggests that Kapic has breadcrumbs of reformation theology flowing through his book is he identifies himself as being a ‘child of the reformation movement’.[footnoteRef:27] With the reformation came the five Solas which distinguished the Reformed from the Catholic movement. [27:  Kapic; p.99] 

The five Solas are: Sola Fide (Faith Alone); Sola Scriptura (Scripture Alone); Sola Gratia (Grace Alone); Sola Christus (Christ Alone); and Soli De Gloria (Glory to God Alone).[footnoteRef:28] Whilst all of these were created to distinguish the Reformed from Catholicism, the reader can feel the tempo within the text which Kapic uses to illuminate his personal beliefs.  [28:  Matt Slick; What are the five Solas? (March 7th 2015 Carm.org); https://carm.org/about-doctrine/what-are-the-five-solas/ [Accessed 06/01/2024].] 

One example is Kapic’s view on Sola Fide. Kapic writes that there are those who are of the opinion that evidence needs to be produced before one can have a reasonable discussion about God.[footnoteRef:29] In conjunction with this, Kapic writes that there are those who stumble over the irrationality of a rational discussion about a God who cannot be seen,[footnoteRef:30] and there are those who have no rationality in their discussions which Kapic identifies as emotionalism.[footnoteRef:31] The idea of combining the two, which Kapic identifies as faithful reason,[footnoteRef:32] could be aligned with the school of Pietism that developed out of the Reformation. Founded by Nikolaus Ludwig Graf von Zinzendorf (1700 – 1760).[footnoteRef:33] Zinzendorf, unsatisfied with dry rationalism and empty orthodoxy at the time stressed religion which is from the heart.[footnoteRef:34] Building on this, John Wesley (1703 – 1791), who founded what is known as methodism today, spoke of a need for a living faith that went beyond just talk and provided substance for what Zinzendorf envisaged about having an close and personal relationship with Christ.[footnoteRef:35] In what can be seen as support of this, Karl Barth wrote “Knowing God is not mastering the object” like in academia, but rather it is “being mastered by it”[footnoteRef:36] [29:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.50.]  [30:  Kapic, p.50.]  [31:  Kapic, p.52.]  [32:  Kapic, p.55.]  [33:  Christian Theology: An Introduction. Alistere E. McGrath (John Wiley & Sons, 2017) p.45.]  [34:  McGrath, p.45.]  [35:  McGrath, pp.45-46.]  [36:  A Little Book for New Theologians. Kelly M. Kapic (IVP Academic, 2012) p.61.] 

To conclude, Kapic’s A little Book for New Theologians packs a punch and certainly is worth reading and digesting. Theology, a topic which can seem to be a perilous ocean onto which one floats endlessly and directionless, Kapic’s book is like a lighthouse directing the weary student to safety.  
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