Summarise Frei’s typology of the 5 different types of theology and assess their strengths and weaknesses.

Frei’s typology describes five ways of viewing theology. Moreover, Frei’s typology uses a scale of a mostly external view of theology to a mostly internal view. The external represents those who view theology with the starting point of being an outsider to a religious group, whereas the internal represents those who view theology as an insider. 
[bookmark: _Int_8fchK8Cw]This essay will argue that Frei’s typology is a useful overview of several ways to view theology, but has some weaknesses.

[bookmark: _Int_1RgTdYHE]The first type that Frei develops is theology as philosophy of religion. The main scholar that Frei attributes to this type is Gordon Kaufman. Kaufman is a theologian, who argues that theology is a philosophical discipline. Furthermore, Kaufman believes that religion is a cultural project, so theology is a public discourse. This discourse grows out of a human capacity for meaning making, where ‘God’ defines ultimate meaning. Religious communities participate in this project by their own traditions. The task of theology is to uncover the implicit commitments included in the ‘ordinary’ sense of the word God as used in ‘Western’ culture. Religious self-description is reduced to and is only important to the extent that it offers thoughts on Western culture’s cultural project; as Frei writes about this type “...theology as a philosophical discipline... takes complete priority over Christian self-description".[footnoteRef:24288] This implies that there is little, if any, room for religious self-description in this view of theology. This also indicates that this type is mostly an external view of theology. An example of how theology is a philosophical discipline and cultural project would be asking a group of people, ‘Do you believe in God?’ They may ask ‘What do you mean by God?’ Each individual would state their own view on what God is. Then the majority view would determine what the cultural project is for that group.[footnoteRef:2474] [24288: Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024
 ]  [2474:  Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024
] 


One strength of this type is that it covers a broad range of people by trying to uncover the ‘ordinary’ sense of the word ‘God’ as used in ‘Western’ culture and its cultural project. This is a strength, because this view of theology may be able to be applied and used by most people as it attempts to cover a large group. Another strength of this type is that it allows some room for religious self-description, as it is useful in contributing to Western society’s cultural project, and it also allows for religions to be included in this view of theology.
However, one weakness of this type is that Western culture and the term God define ultimate meaning, which may not cover enough people, especially as this would not be able to be applied to ‘Eastern’ cultures that practice religions like Buddhism, as Buddhism does not have any concept of God to define ultimate meaning with. However, it may still be possible to define ultimate meaning in Eastern cultures, including those that practice Buddhism, as the term God, could be replaced with ‘karma’, which means the uncovering of the cultural project could be done with Eastern cultures. This would be done by figuring out how the majority of these cultures perceive karma.[footnoteRef:20118] [20118:  Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024
] 


The second type in Frei’s typology is theology as a hermeneutic, which means an interpretation, of human existence. The scholar that Frei appoints to this type is David Tracy. Tracy is a theologian and Catholic priest, who argues that theology is a shared form of meaning making, but with no specific differences between internal and external forms of description. Any discrepancies between these can be resolved by removing the differences, and reducing religions and belief down to their core.[footnoteRef:5462] This core, which is found in all religions and beliefs, is our common human experience, and in that sense this theology is universalist. Unearthing our common human experience is the goal of theology for Tracy.  [5462:  Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024
] 


One strength of theology as a hermeneutic of human existence is that it is a universalist approach, arguing that the core of all religions and beliefs is our common human experience, and allows for all religions to be included in this view of theology. Furthermore, this is a strength because if all religions have the same core, it is likely to encourage cooperation between religions on both theological and practical matters. However, one weakness of this type is that its universalist nature may cause the differences between religions and beliefs, and their importance, to be ignored or overlooked. This is a limitation, as ignoring or overlooking the differences between religion or beliefs could mean that the unique experiences of religions are lost, which may mean that when religions do collaborate, they have nothing original to contribute. This is because under this view of theology all religions and beliefs are reduced down to the same experience.

The third category in Frei’s typology is theology as experiential-expression. The main scholar that Frei attributes to this type is Friedrich Schleiermacher, who was a Lutheran theologian and philosopher, who argued that theology is an attempt to express the Christian faith. Furthermore, while a lot of Schleiermacher’s work focused on Christianity, his five famous speeches may have also been meant to apply to other religions as well. Schleiermacher believed that faith is a pre-cognitive “feeling of absolute dependence”[footnoteRef:11584] to someone or something greater than oneself. For example, in Christianity this absolute dependence would be to the Christian God, but it is possible for this absolute dependence to be felt in other religions. For example, in Buddhism this would be to karma instead of to God. However, it is important to note that Schleiermacher does argue that while the feeling is the same, they are ultimately surrendering to different things. This indicates that unlike the second type, not everything can be reduced down to a common human experience, as there is a unique Christian experience of ultimate surrender that cannot be stripped away.  [11584: Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024
 ] 


[bookmark: _Int_fc4jg8fa]Schleiermacher also described a ‘primitive religion’ that he called “pure” or “natural”.[footnoteRef:24281] Schleiermacher saw this ‘religion’ as a devout affection, and rejected the notion that religion was about knowledge; he urged his listeners to set aside the extraneous parts of religion and to practice this devout affection to understand the positive or actual religion that the ‘highly educated’ distrust. Furthermore, Schleiermacher argued that theology is a “second-order didactic language that must be conceptually precise”.[footnoteRef:23052] Schleiermacher believed this as he did not think doctrine was faith itself, but an attempt to describe faith, thus making theological discourses second to faith. This discourse may make use of philosophical and scientific disciplines, but experience remains a particular phenomenon.  [24281:  John B. Webster Kathryn Tanner and Iain R. Torrance, The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, 1st edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), accessed 15th March 2024
]  [23052: Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024
 ] 


One strength of theology as experiential-expression is that it allows for common experiences between religions, while also allowing for some different experiences. This is an advantage, because the common experiences may motivate religions to cooperate on both theological and practical matters, and acknowledging that religions do have some different experiences allows for each religion to have something unique to bring to the table when working together. One weakness of this type is that it only sees theology as an attempt to describe the Christian faith. This is a flaw, because if the church becomes corrupt or strays from God’s original revelation, then theology is not able to regulate the church by bringing it back to this.
Another limitation of this type is that it neglects that religions, including the forms that are preferred by the ‘highly educated’, are part of the reasons why this absolute dependence on God can be felt. However, it is possible to argue that this feeling of absolute dependence on God does not have to stem from the forms of religions that the highly educated prefer, as these religions still exist in other forms that the highly educated do not prefer, and these are the forms that are more likely to encourage a feeling of absolute dependence on God. An example of this can be found in Hasidic Judaism which similarly to Schleiermacher, discourages becoming highly educated especially in relation to religion, and they encourage the feeling of “devekut”[footnoteRef:13990], which is an attachment to God that is almost like cleaving to God.  [13990:  Louis Jacobs, Devekut: Hasidic Idea of being Attached Or Cleaving to God.  (2022), <https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/devekut/>
] 


The fourth type is theology as a regulative discipline. The main scholar Frei attributes to this type is Karl Barth. Barth was a reformed theologian that “...objects to any theological appeal to general human experience or to a universal aspect of human nature that enables us to understand or know God”[footnoteRef:10921], and he believed theology is a reflection of church proclamation with the revelation attested to in holy scripture. Barth believed that God’s word of revelation is grace and is therefore free, we cannot earn it, so the church cannot presume that it already possesses God’s word, but must always receive it anew from God. Church proclamation comes after God’s revelation by faith.[footnoteRef:32754] [10921:  John B. Webster, Kathryn Tanner and Iain R. Torrance, The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, 1st edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), accessed 15th March 2024
]  [32754:  Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024] 

Barth sees theology as a critical discipline which assesses the faithfulness of the church to God’s revelation. In this sense theology regulates the church’s life and faith. Theology is a discourse that can only be properly undertaken in faith. One advantage of this type is that it encourages theology to be used for regulating the church to prevent it from straying from God’s revelation, and when it does stray, to bring it back. This is a strength, because it means that there is something that can be used by Christians and the church to make sure they are being true to God’s revelation. One limitation of this type is that it argues theology is a discipline that can only be properly practiced by those who belong to the Christian faith. This is a weakness, as this excludes other religions, individuals who are not religious but spiritual, and secular academics from being able to participate in theology.

The fifth type is theology as religious self-description. The main scholars that Frei appoints to this type are Dewi Zephaniah Phillips and George Lindbeck. Phillips was a philosopher, and George Lindbeck was a Lutheran theologian and one of the fathers of postliberal theology. Both Phillips and Lindbeck argued that the object of theology is the common life of the church, which is made up of official church teachings and operative assumptions.[footnoteRef:25231] Furthermore, Phillips argued that theology is “Christian self-description in the context of the community”.[footnoteRef:3153] In this type, theology is a second order discourse that accompanies and directs the practices of the religious community. As a discipline it is most similar to a kind of sociology, which describes the implicit ‘rules’ internal to the participants of any society or culture. Outsiders can participate, but ‘fluency’ is only possible for members of the community, because the theological language is always the traditions and self-understanding of the community.[footnoteRef:18536] [25231:  Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024]  [3153: Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024 ]  [18536:  Hans W. Frei, Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992), accessed 6th March 2024] 


One strength of theology as religious self-description is that it encourages insiders of religions to describe their faith and beliefs themselves. This is a benefit, because religious believers may be able to describe their religions’ faith and beliefs more accurately than outsiders to the religions can. One weakness of this type is that allowing religious insiders to describe their faith and beliefs may encourage them to describe their religions in biased ways. This is a weakness, as this may allow for them to make their religions seem much more believable than the actual evidence would suggest. However, it could be argued that this problem can also be applied to an external view of theology, as it is possible that those who take an outsider's approach to religions, such as many academics, are no less biased than those who take an insider's approach. This is because academics who hold a disbelieving view may be biased when describing religions as they could describe them in a way that makes it seem like there are no reasons, or very few reasons, to believe in them.

As a whole, Frei’s typology could be viewed as a work that attempts to describe several different ways to view theology, by using a scale that goes from a mostly external view of religion to a mostly internal view, with type 1 being the most external perspective and type 5 being the most internal perspective. One strength of Frei’s typology is that it avoids falling into the common theological trope of using a scale of conservative to liberal theology, by instead using a scale of external view to internal view of theology. This is a strength, because this may encourage both conservative and liberal theologians to take a more respectful view of theologies they disagree with, as Frei’s typology implies that there is a more nuanced and holistic way to view theology than just conservative or liberal. Not explicitly covering conservative or liberal views of theology could be seen as a disadvantage, as it may be that it does not represent some views of theology. However, it could be argued that while Frei’s typology does not explicitly cover conservative and liberal theologies, it does cover them implicitly. An example of this is that many theologians and academics have labelled Friedrich Schleiermacher’s theology as liberal, and Karl Barth as a conservative theologian. This could mean that Frei’s typology indeed represents conservative and liberal views of theology, while also not distracting people from how complexed and nuanced different views of theology can be. 

Another weakness of Frei’s typology is that it fails to cover ancient views of theology. This means that Frei’s typology represents views of theology that do not make any truth claims about theological questions, such as whether God exists or not, as the views would rather focus on describing beliefs or being used for purposes other than providing truth claims to theological questions. To put it simply, Frei’s typology represents modern theology. This is a limitation, because all the types of theology in Frei’s typology share the view that theology should not make truth claims, which suggests that the views of theology in the typology may be too similar.

In summary Frei’s typology is an attempt to outline several ways to view theology. Overall, Frei’s typology is useful when studying theology, as it creates a good overview of different views of theology, and while it does not explicitly cover all theologies, in some cases it does cover them implicitly. Moreover, two of the five types of theology in Frei’s typology are particularly useful, especially when used together, as they can cover the other type’s weaknesses. These types are type three: Schleiermacher’s theology as experiential-expression,: and type four: Barth’s theology as a regulative discipline. Type four covers type three’s weakness as it regulates the church by encouraging it to stick to and return to God’s original revelation. Type three benefits type four by describing the church and the Christian faith; this description may expose where the church has strayed from God’s original teaching. These types of theology and Frei’s typology as a whole may be useful for Christians, as they would allow them to have a deeper understanding of their faith and know which theological ideas they agree or disagree with.
In conclusion, despite its failure to cover some parts of theology, Frei’s typology is a useful summarisation of several ways to view theology and has practical applications for churches and Christians.

Reference List
Frei, Hans W., Types of Christian Theology (Yale University Press, 1992)

Jacobs Louis, Devekut: Hasidic Idea of being Attached Or Cleaving to God.  (2022), <https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/devekut/>

Webster, John, Kathryn Tanner and Iain Torrance, The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, 1st edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007)

