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race of ETAs, ought not be a notion too quickly dismissed (162). While 
he spends about a page and a half trying to present Thomas Aquinas as a 
theological ally in this endeavor, even the author admits that much more 
constructive work would need to be done on this point (165). I, for one, 
concur.

Baker Academic’s, Cosmology in Theological Perspective, is 
a dense but worthwhile read. In Lewisian fashion, Dr. Olli-Pekka Vainio 
implores us to engage our imagination in some of these speculative 
discussions about the nature of the cosmos and humanity’s unique, or not 
so unique, relation to it. He argues in his conclusion, along with Lewis, 
that:

It would be foolish, and obviously false, to think 
that Christian faith has sailed smoothly through history 
without ever encountering serious objections and 
challenges. However, it is equally foolish to think that 
science and new discoveries somehow necessarily, like 
a tide, force the Sea of Faith to withdraw from these 
shores. (180)

Readers will be hard-pressed to disagree.
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writer, having authored or co-authored over 20 books and numerous 
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of this nature. The Mosaic of Christian Belief: Twenty Centuries of Unity 
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and Diversity�^HZ�ÄYZ[� W\ISPZOLK� PU�����"� [OL�^VYR�\UKLY� YL]PL^� PZ� [OL�
second edition of this work. The author describes the word “mosaic” as 
“a metaphor for this mediating approach that seeks to emphasize both 
Christian unity and Christian diversity in terms of belief” (12). 

Olson sets out the aim for this work in the introduction entitled 
“The Need for a ‘Both-And’ Theology.” His work is characterized by 
TLKPH[PUN� [OLVSVN �̀�^OPJO�H[[LTW[Z� [V� YLÅLJ[� [OL�JVUZLUZ\HS� [YHKP[PVU�HZ�
YLÅLJ[LK�PU�[OL�9VTHU�*H[OVSPJ��,HZ[LYU�6Y[OVKV_�HUK�7YV[LZ[HU[�IYHUJOLZ�
of the Church. His goal is stated as follows: “to explain to uninitiated readers 
what that common tradition includes in terms of unity, what it allows in 
terms of diversity and what it excludes in terms of heresies…” (12). Another 
characteristic is that Olson’s project is intended to express “the best of 
evangelical Christianity” (13) and by this, he means a gospel which is 
centered upon the grace of God. His project makes an attempt to be “irenic 
PU�ZWPYP[�HUK�[VUL¹��������6SZVU�PKLU[PÄLZ�OPZ�^VYR�HZ�UVU�ZWLJ\SH[P]L"�OL�
purposes not to speculate about controversial doctrinal matters but keep 
the focus on “the rough unity and colorful diversity of Christian belief” (16). 
The last characteristic is that of simplicity for the novice (17). With these 
characteristics, Olson attempts to counter the folk theology and to provide a 
balance between believing and experiencing within a post-modern culture 
that has leaned to a subjective spirituality. Olson’s antidote is to develop 
a “both-and” theology, which avoids the errors of the pendulum swing 
effect rather than an “either-or” theology (23). Olson admits of several 
PUÅ\LUJLZ��/L�PZ�H�)HW[PZ[�PU�[OL�̧ IYVHKLY�L]HUNLSPJHS�MYLL�JO\YJO�[YHKP[PVU¹�
but has been “spiritually and theologically nurtured” by Pentecostals and 
Pietists (27). Yet, he learned to value “the wider catholic tradition” of the 
LHYS`� JO\YJO� MH[OLYZ� HUK� ZLSM�PKLU[PÄLZ� HZ� H� WYVNYLZZP]L� L]HUNLSPJHS� HUK�
ecumenicist that respects “his own tradition’s distinctives” (28).

Chapter one of Olson’s work is entitled “Christian Belief: Unity 
and Diversity” in which he further reveals the agenda for his project. 
(NHPUZ[� [OL�TLHUPUNSLZZULZZ� VM� HU� PUKLÄUP[L� KLÄUP[PVU��6SZVU� WYVWVZLZ�
[OL�PKLU[PÄJH[PVU�VM�¸[OL�JVYL�VM�LZZLU[PHS�*OYPZ[PHU�ILSPLMZ�[OH[�HSS�TH[\YL��
JHWHISL�*OYPZ[PHUZ�T\Z[�HMÄYT� PU�VYKLY� [V�IL�JVUZPKLYLK� [Y\S`�*OYPZ[PHU¹�
(30). Yet, Olson wants to avoid an intolerant dogmatism. The criterion 
for discerning this core of Christian beliefs is expressed in the Vincentian 
Canon: “What has been believed by everyone (Christians) everywhere at all 
[PTLZ¹��������6SZVU�M\Y[OLY�JSHYPÄLZ�[OH[�[OL�.YLH[�;YHKP[PVU�LU[HPSZ�[OL�HNYLLK�
upon beliefs of the early church fathers as well as the sixteenth-century 
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Reformers (36). Though recognized as a secondary, relative authority, the 
Great Tradition “deserves great respect and should be ignored only with 
fear and trembling” (44). Olson differentiates between the following three 
categories: 1) dogmas that he considers essential to the Christian faith; 
2) doctrines that are distinctive of a particular faith community; and, 3) 
VWPUPVUZ�[OH[�[LUK�[V�IL�[OL�YLÅLJ[PVUZ�VM�*OYPZ[PHUZ�HIV\[�̂ OPJO�[OLYL�PZ�UV�
consensus (45). Having set out his agenda, Olson proceeds in the remaining 
chapters of the book to articulate the various theological categories of the 
Christian faith.

In the remaining chapters of the book, Olson presents a polarity 
in each chapter. The chapter titles reveal the polarity. Chapter 2 is entitled 
“Sources and Norms of Christian Belief: One and Many�¹� /L� PKLU[PÄLZ�
scripture as “the major source and norm” of authority for the Christian faith 
(51); the many sources include tradition, reason and experience. Chapter 
Three is entitled “Divine Revelation: Universal and Particular.” Olson 
attempts to achieve a balanced view between the two polarities; however, 
he may be too Barthian for some readers. “Christian Scripture: Divine 
Word and Human Words” is the title of the fourth chapter. Olson attempts 
to maintain a balance between the polarities of divine word and human 
words. Along the way, he discusses themes of inerrancy, infallibility, and 
PUZWPYH[PVU��0U�[OL�ÄM[O�JOHW[LY��6SZVU�HYN\LZ�MVY�H�IHSHUJLK�]PL^�IL[^LLU�
the transcendence and immanence of God. The chapter is entitled: “God: 
Great and Good.” Chapter six is entitled: “God: One and Three.” Therein, 
Olson argues with classic Christianity as the subtitle suggests that God is 
one substance and three persons. 

Olson in his chapter on “Creation: Good and Fallen” endeavors to 
avoid certain issues within the theological currents of the day: “…our theme 
[in this chapter] will be that Christian belief about creation has little to do 
^P[O�ZWLJPÄJ�ZJPLU[PÄJ�[OLVYPLZ�HIV\[�[OL�HNL�VM�[OL�LHY[O�HUK�[OL�UH[\YHS�
processes that led to the emergence of life” (158-159). The fallenness of 
creation is emphasized, while one side of the polarity is not given equal 
treatment in this chapter. In chapter 8, Oden discusses the doctrine of 
providence and his polarities are “Limited and Detailed�¹�/L�HMÄYTZ�[OH[�
God is in charge of nature and history, but raises questions about the extent 
of the providence, particularly in the light of evil. In the section on the 
diverse Christian visions of God’s providence, he discusses meticulous 
providence, limited providence, and open theism (193-199). He doesn’t 
consider open theism heterodox as many theologians have (199), but holds 
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that some view of limited providence holds the most promise for the unity 
of the Christian faith.

Chapter 9 is entitled “Humanity: Essentially Good and Existentially 
Estranged.” Olson attempts in this chapter to balance the Christian idea of 
the value and dignity of human beings with the fallen nature of humanity. 
;OL�H\[OVY�H[[LTW[Z�[V�WYV]PKL�H�\UPM`PUN�*OYPZ[PHU�WLYZWLJ[P]L�HUK�ÄUKZ�
hope in Emil Brunner’s distinction between the “formal image” and the 
¸TH[LYPHS� PTHNL"¹� [OL� MVYTLY� KLÄULZ� [OL� PTHNL� VM� .VK�^P[OPU� [LYTZ� VM�
“responsible freedom,” and the latter is humanity’s righteousness before 
God (224-5). The polarities of Christian belief about Jesus Christ are the 
subject of the next chapter. Olson articulates the Chalcedon faith, that is 
the union of the two distinct natures – human and divine – in one eternal, 
hypostatic union. 

“The Holy Spirit: Divine Person and Power” is the title of chapter 
11. The crucial issue here is that most Christians in their practice emphasize 
either that the Holy Spirit is a divine person or a divine power (251). The 
disagreements about the doctrine of the Spirit center around either the 
status of the Holy Spirit within the Trinity, or the operations of the Spirit 
within the Church today. Olson appeals for the Church to maintain “and 
even strengthen” its belief in the personhood of the Holy Spirit and the 
equality of the Holy Spirit with the other two persons of the Trinity (271). 
He also calls for greater stress upon the activity of the Holy Spirit without 
falling into fanaticism. The next two chapters, twelve and thirteen, both 
deal with the doctrine of salvation. Chapter 12 focuses on the objective and 
subjective aspects of the atoning work of Christ. Olson expresses concerns 
for views of the atonement that overstress the polarities and asserts, “No 
one explanation does justice to all that happened on the cross” (emphasis 
of the original retained, 292). The next chapter discusses salvation as gift 
and task. Olson argues that salvation is both a gift of divine grace and, at 
the same time, entails human agency.

The Church is the subject of Olson’s chapter 14, which is both 
visible and invisible. Olson employs the four universal marks of the Church 
as the unifying consensus on the doctrine of the Church; he discusses in this 
JOHW[LY�[OL�ZHJYHTLU[Z�VM�IHW[PZT�HUK�[OL�,\JOHYPZ[��;OL�ÄM[LLU[O�JOHW[LY�
is entitled “Life Beyond Death: Continuity and Discontinuity.” Olson points 
the direction in the balance between continuity and discontinuity with the 
present life and the life to come; however, he acknowledges much work to 
be done on this doctrine to reaching a consensus (360-1). The last chapter 
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addresses an eschatological theme: “The Kingdom of God: Already and 
Not Yet.” Here Olson attempts to navigate between the extremes of radical 
realized eschatology and of adventism. 

Olson’s work represents a solid introduction to consensual 
theology or a paleo-orthodox theology that places great emphasis on the 
[OLVSVN`�VM�[OL�ÄYZ[�Ä]L�JLU[\YPLZ�VM�[OL�LHYS`�*O\YJO��/PZ�^VYR�VM�JV\YZL�
differs from paleo-orthodoxy in that he holds in high regard the magisterial 
Reformers of the Church. The Mosaic of Christian Belief provides a good, 
solid introduction to Christian theology and would serve well as a textbook 
MVY�H�JV\YZL�PU�[OL�ÄLSK��6SZVU�KVLZU»[�HSSV^�OPZ�MVJ\Z�VU�[OL�JVUZLUZ\Z�[V�
cause him to have myopic vision; he recognizes the on-going tensions and 
disagreements among theologians in the Church. However, he attempts to 
point the way forward to consensual thought when possible. The issue with 
developing a consensual theology is that the author has the responsibility 
of choosing the polarities. When the polarities are ill chosen, the attempt 
to balance the polarities is ill conceived. However, Olson has done the 
Church a service in developing a consensual theology that is well balanced. 
However, one wonders if the consensus would satisfy those of the Roman 
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox traditions. 
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