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Wainwright is a Methodist minister and Professor of Systematic Theology at the Divinity School of Duke University. This work, first published in England in 1980 (when the author was the Queen’s College in Birmingham), is described by Wainwright as both “a systematic theology written from a liturgical perspective” and as “a theology of worship.” (Preface) He rightly discerns the profound and necessary connection between worship and doctrine, and seeks to show that interdependence throughout the book.

Not for the faint of heart, this is pretty heavy and difficult reading—the author often goes off into pretty dense, philospohical reasoning. The book shows an incredible depth of erudition and scholarship (there are 1,141 endnotes covering 121 pages!), and the author demonstrates a remarkable grasp of historical documents, theological works, and hymnology, and often brings them to bear on one another. 

For all of Wainwright’s sophistication, his treatment often takes on a warmly orthodox, even evangelical, tone. For instance, he speaks of “the living God who is the gracious initiator of our personal relationship with himself.” (p. 16) And he states that “by feeding on the Word of God, the believer is changed according to God’s character.” (p. 18) He is also not afraid to use biting and witty irony to point out the shortcomings of certain scholarly approaches to Scripture: for instance, he takes Bultmann and his demythologization to task; rather than a way to get at the kernel of truth underneath, as Bultmann insists, Wainwright prefers the suggestion that “the peeling of an onion offers a more appropriate model for the process of demytholgoization: one peels away each layer until finally there is nothing left, though one has cried a lot along the way.” (p. 193)

Wainwright gives us an important discussion of the lex orandi, lex credendi principle. He points out that grammatically as well as in practice, the principle can be read in two ways: “worship influences doctrine, and doctrine worship.” (p. 218) In fact, he states, “much of the present book is taken up with explorations of that interplay.” (p. 218) He sees such an interplay as important and healthy—in contradistinction to the Catholic Church, which “characteristically appeals to existing liturgical practice for proof in matters of doctrine.” (p. 218) In fact, the Reformation showed it to be a two-way street, for Protestantism does not consider its worship or its doctrine infallible, whereas the Roman Catholic church makes that claim for its dogma and, in essentials, its liturgy.” (p. 219)

Generally Wainwright shows a lot of respect for the authority of the Scriptures and evaluates views and liturgical practices in light of the Word. (Astonishingly, as a Methodist he shows considerable sympathy for believers’ baptism as a legitimate rite, pp. 141-42, 310-14.) However, at times he also shows an unnerving spiritual eclecticism—as when he advocates readings “from another religious tradition” in Christian worship. (p. 174)

Aside from such problematic broadening in certain areas, the primary drawback to the book for even well-read pastors and laymen is the thickness of its prose and argumentation. Yet it is a valuable resource for the depth of its research and, being very well-indexed, can also serve as a useful reference. Probably its major contribution is its consistent stress upon intertwining the worship of the church with its beliefs—a crucial reminder in our day, when too often worship has little substantial doctrinal underpinning, and the crucial God-centeredness and -directedness of both worship and doctrine are easily forgotten. In that sense, Doxology helpfully points us back to the end-all, be-all for the church (as the subtitle suggests): The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life.
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