THE AUTHORITY DEBATE [The following is a transcript of a taped debate between Scott
Hahn, Catholic convert and former Presbyterian minister, and Dr. Robert Knudson of

Westminster Seminary.

The original tape was distributed by Catholic Answers.]

MODERATOR: 7RQLIKW ZH{UH KDSS\ IR KDYH \RX D00 KHUH O\ QDPH LV 3DIULFN ODGULG P
from Catholic Answers, and we are a Roman Catholic apologetics organization based in San
Diego, California. Our Lady of the Rosary parish and Catholic Answers are jointly sponsoring
WKLV GHEDWH EHIZHHQ 3URIHVVRU 6FRIlf +DKQ DQG 3URIHVWRU SREHUI - QXGVRQ DQG ZH{G lLke you all
iR SUHSDUH IRU D PRPHQW RI SUD\HU EHIRUH ZH EHJILQ ,1G OLNH IR LQIURGXFH \RX IR YKH SDVIRU RI KLV

parish, Father Harry Romano.

FR. ROMANO: In the Middle Ages when they would engage in theological debate or discussion



dimly, but then face to face. Now | know in part; then | shall understand fully, even as | have
been fully understood. So faith, hope and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is
ORYH ~

MODERATOR: 7KDQN \RX )U 5RPDQR ,{G 0LNH iR VD\ ILUWI'RI D00 DV VRPH Rl \RX ZKR ZHUH
here last night may have heard my colleague Mark say, we at Catholic Answers have become
VRPHZKDI DGHSI DIl 0RRNLQJ RYHU DQ DXGLHQFH OLNH WKLV DQG EHLQJ DEOH WIR IIHW0 ZKR{V &DIKROLF DQG
ZKRV QRI' 7KRVH R1 \RX ZKR DUH KHUH IRU IKH ILUVIiLPH FDQ I\ KLV H[ SHULPHQI IRU \RXUVHOYHV
Just look DURXQG \RX ORRN Dl \RXU QHLJKERU DQG LI \RX VHH VRPHRQH ZLIKRXW D %LEOH KH{V
probably a Catholic (laughter). The emphasis tonight will not be on quarreling or bickering, but
on focusing on the serious differences that exist between Evangelical Protestants and Roman
Catholics with regard to the questions of authority and justification. Tonight we are privileged to

have two eminent speakers.

On the Protestant side we have Dr. Robert Knudson, who is Professor of Apologetics (also holds
the chair of that department) as well as Systematic Theology at Westminster Theological
6HPLQDU\ ,fG EH FXULRXV IR NQRZ KRZ PDQ\ = HVIPLQVIHU IRONV DUH KHUH IRQLJKI = HOFRPH *U
Knudson holds his Ph.M. from Westminster in apologetics. He received his S.T.M. from Union
Theological Seminary in New York. He also holds a Ph.D. from the Free University in
Amsterdam in philosophy.

20Q P\ 0HIW ,9G 0LNH IR LQIWRGXFH OU 6FRIll +DKQ ZKR LV 3URIHVWRU Rl 7KHRORJI\ DIl fKH &R00HJIH RI
St. Francis in Jolliet, lllinois (***editor note: Dr.Hahn now teaches Scripture and Theology at
the Franciscan University of Steubenville, in Steubenville, Ohio). When Mr. Hahn received his
B.A. with a triple major, actually, in theology, philosophy and economics from Grove City
College in Pennsylvania. He went on to receive his M.Div. in theology at Gordon Cornwall
University in Boston, and he is currently finishing up his Ph.D. program at Marquette University
in systematic theology. So these two eminent men are here tonight to present the pros and cons
of two very important topics.









Now we say that the Bible is the Word of God. The Bible as the scriptures say is God-breathed,
the very breath of God. But now are we simply interested in the Bible alone? We are certainly
interested in that. The way | put it in my classes is that the Bible gives us the key to knowledge,
it gives us the key to understanding, it gives us the key to unlocking the mysteries of our lives.



Now, this Word also witnesses to our heart, and there it brings in our hearts an assurance that we
are in Christ and that Christ is in us, that we have been taken up in the Body of Christ. Now, why
ZRX0G LI EULQJ DWXUDQFH"™ )RU lIKH YHU\ IKLQJV WKDW ,fYH EHHQ WDONLQJ DERXI KD LW LV VXTILFLHQW LW
is clear, it is understandable, it calls forth our personal response and as we express our personal
response then we live forth that life Christ wants us to live. Now I think that one of the major
issues is that we too will honor tradition, but the question is, where is the infallible rule of faith,
where is the infallible canon of faith? The position we take is that even the simplest saint coming



| was a Presbyterian minister for a few years, a graduate of an Evangelical seminary, and a very
great respecter of the Westminster Theological Seminary tradition, and 1 still am, but I have one
question today as | have for several years since | left the ministry and | gave up teaching at a
Presbyterian seminary. It was a question raised to me by a former Catholic in the seminary in the

middle of a seminar on creeds and confessions in the church. He asked me, where does scripture



Fellowship who endorsed the old Westminster Confession which charged the Roman Catholic
Church with being the Antichrist, and he opposed me vigorously when | was thinking about
IRLQLQJ WKH &DWKROLF &KXUFK +H QRZ LV DOVR D PHPEHU RI IKH SRPDQ &DIKRILF &KXUFK DQG KH{V
finishing his doctorate at Westminster seminary, ironically enough. | believe that the doctrine of
VROD VFULSHXUD IKDII #KH %LEOH DORQH LV RXU RQO\ DXWKRULIN LV LIVHOI XQVFULSIXUDO , FDQYI ILQG
anywhere in scripture God telling his people that the Bible alone is their sole authority. It would
have been very convenient for me in terms of my career to find it, and | looked and | tried, but |
FRX0GQ 6HFRQG 7LPRIK\ GRHVQW WHDFK WKDW W WHDFKHV IKH LQVSLUDILRQ RI 6FULSIXUH  EXW IXVAI
EHFDXVH IKH %LEOH LV LQVSLUHG DQG SURILIDEOH LK GRHVQTH PHDQ that only the Bible is inspired and
profitable. Matthew 15 condemns tradition which is merely human and which contradicts the
Word of God, but 2 Thessalonians 2:15 speaks about a tradition through which the Word of God
is conveyed authoritatively. How can that be? St. Paul also commends the Corinthians in 1
&RULQIKLDQV IRV pKROGLQJ IDVH IR IKH WUDGLILRQV IIKDIl KH KDG KDQGHG RQ IR IKHP

So | rejected sola scriptura because it was unscriptural. I also came to the conclusion that sola
scriptura is unhistorical. That is, the Church was spreading for decades, long before the New
Testament books were written, gathered and officially canonized, or collected in an authoritative
collection. I believe that historians who are objective will see that the Church saw itself bound
top the Word of God as it was handed down from Christ to the apostles and their successors in
their doctrine, in their worship and in their morals apart from New Testament books. The New
Testament books were in a certain sense occasional documents written to help certain
congregations or certain area churches with particular questions, but nowhere does the Bible say,
or does the New Testament regard itself, as a compendium that is sufficient for everything we
need to know to live the Christian life. | should say that | believe the Bible has a lot more than
PRVI &KULVILDQV UHDOL]H DQG WKHUH{V D ORI PRUH IR EH JDLQHG WKDQ PDQ\ &DIKROLFV DQG 3URIHVIDQIV
KDYH DFIXDOO\ DFTXLUHG EXW , IKLQN LIV XQKLWIRULFDO iR UHIDUG VROD VFULSIIXUD DV IUXH DQG ELQding
XSRQ IIKH EHOLHYHU , IKLQN LIV DOVR FRQIUDU\ iR VRXQG UHDVRQLQJ ,HfV LOORJLFDO +RZ GR \RX NQRZ
what Scripture is? How do you know what books are inspired? Do we leave it up to each
individual Christian to read all of the books that were possibly included or excluded? Have you
read and studied The Shepherd of Hermas? The Epistle of Barnabas? The Book of Clement? The
Epistles of Ignatius? All of these were circulated in such a way as that some regarded them as
VFULSIXUDD 2IIKHUV GLGQTII 7KH &KXUFK KDG to decide and, thanks be to God, Jesus Christ gave to



his apostles his own authority to decide, and their successors carried on their authority so that we
FRX0G KDYH D 1HZ 7HVIDPHQW IRGD\ %XH , EHOLHYH LIV LOORJILFDO R VXJJHVII WKDW IKH %LEOH DORQH LV
oul DXWKRULIN\ ZKHQ WKH %LEOH DORQH FDQYW JLYH WR XV ZKDi ERRNV DUH DQG DUHQ{ iR EH LQFOXGHG LQ
the Bible. How could it? If revelation included a list of every single book to be included we
would only be able to trust that if we knew that revelation itself was inspired. But no book can

confirm or authenticate its own inspired status.

, IKLQN LWV DOVR LPSUDFILFDO 7KLV LV D YHU\ KDUG SRLQIIIR VSHDN DERXH EXIf , WKLQN WKDI Ll DOPRVW
results in a kind of anarchy within the church. Since the Protestant Reformation over four
centuries ago we have literally thousands of denominations and splinter groups that are
continually splintering over various interpretations of the Bible. Several Presbyterian
denominations. We affectionately and somewhat complacently refer to RXUVHOYHV DV lIKH pvSOLK
31V" EHFDXVH ZH KDYH VR PDQ\ 3UHVE\WHULDQ JURXSV $QG IKHQ OHIKRGLVIV DQG /XIKHUDQV DQG
HYHQ (SLVFRSDOLDQV HVSHFLDOON LQ WKH 0DV iHQ RU ILIYHHQ \HDUV W KDVQTH EURXJKII JUHDIHU XQLIN LQIR
IKH &KXUFK LiV EURXJIKII D YHU\ IUDJLF Gisunity to impose the Bible as the sole authority so that
every individual is left up to himself or herself to decide what doctrines are true. Can every
believer be expected to understand and articulate the hypostatic union of the two natures of
Christ? The Council of Calcedon passed on to us a legacy that we need to hold fast to, but very
few lay people dare say very few seminarians could give a very articulate, detailed defense of
that doctrine, which everybody at Westminster Seminary upholds, but very few people have
DFIXDOO\ JHQHUDIHG RQ WKHLU RZQ EN\ LQIHUSUHILQJ WKH %LEOH E\ WKHPVHOYHV IV DQDUFKLVILF Il ZRX0G
be like writing the U.S. Constitution only not establishing a judiciary or an executive or a
legislative branch to apply that with authority. | would be like constitutionally investing
individual citizens with the right to disagree with and rebel against judicial decisions handed
down from any level of the court system. It would be up to them to interpret the Constitution
with regard to any legislative decisions and executive enactments. You would have no nation;

every man and woman would be a nation unto himself or unto herself.

Is that what Jesus Christ intended for the family of God that he died and was raised to build upon
WKH +RO\ 6SLULY™ , GRQTWIKLQN VR , GRQTW WKLQN VR , DOVR IIKLQN L HQFRXUDJHV D VXENOH DQG
unconscious and unintentional presumption, or tyranny. As we enforce church discipline in

Protestant churches, | recall the very funny feeling that | had as | would argue and articulate my



views and then face the prospect of disciplining members in the church just because | was able to

get a consensus among my elders, or among the congregational members.

Is it really that way? No pastor presumes to be infallible in the Protestant tradition. No head of
any denomination presumes such, but they all have to continually discipline people and in many
cases excommunicate people on the basis of their own fallible and frequently erroneous
interpretations. That seems somewhat dubious. | also believe that its inconsistent. The doctrine of
sola scriptura is inconsistent. Everybody has some tradition. They might be Americans, or
Westerners. They might think in an individualistic thought world. They might be Methodists;
they might have come up in the Episcopal tradition or the Presbyterian tradition, but all of us
have categories that we receive from our spiritual fathers and mothers, those who have nurtured
us in the faith. They have transmitted to us thought categories about which we know little, and
yet they influence our interpretation so much. The question is not whether or not an
interpretation will be authoritative, the question LV ZKHIKHU LIV IKH IUDGLILRQ WKDI &KULVI LQVILIXWHG
through the apostles and maintains through the apostolic tradition in one holy Roman Catholic
Church. Its also improbable. I believe that any doctrine without a single defender for the first
thirteen centuries of the Church is questionable to say the least. The along came Wycliffe in the
fourteenth century and he began to develop it rather defensively. Because he disagreed with the
pope, he thought his interpretation of the Bible was sound, therefore, he concluded, the Bible
alone must be authoritative. It wasnt until the Protestant Reformation that such an interpretation
became widespread. In Wycliffe day his own university colleagues condemned the proposition.
Is it really the case that for fourteen centuries the Holy Spirit could guide nobody to see what the
Protestants regarded as the formal principle of the Reformation, the article on which the Church
stands or falls, along with justification by faith? And finally I believe that practically speaking it
becomes somewhat incoherent. We say, well, the Bible alone is our sole and exclusive authority,
EXII ZH ZL00 0LVWHQ WR DQG UHVSHFIIIUDGLILRQ = HO0 ZKDW GR \RX WKLQN RI VRPHERG\ ZKR VD\V 3,
will accept with respect the words of Jesus and follow them wheneYHU , DJUHH ZLIK IKHP~ 7KDIi
LVQTW ORUGVKLS DQG WKDII LVQW VHUYDQIKRRG ,1 ZH VXEPLWIWR IIKH 0LYLQJ = RUG RI -HVXV &KULWI, EHOLHYH
that it will cause us to see the Apostolic Tradition that Jesus Christ handed down to his family
through his apostles, his spiritual sons and through their successors, the grandsons and
greatgrandsons. A binding, a divine, an authoritative tradition found in the liturgy of the Church,

found in the Creeds, found in the writings of the Fathers, and exhibited in statements such as St.



Paul makes in 2 Thessalonians 2:15, 1 Corinthians 11:2 and other places as well. My reasons,
KHQ 1RU DFFHSILQJ 7UDGLILRQ DUH PDLQON ELEOLFDO , GRQI EHOLHYH WKDIW 6 FULSHXUH YHDFKHV VROD
VFULSIXUD , EHOLHYH LWV XQKLVWRULFDO , EHOLHYH LWV LOORJLFDO






Id like to also point out that when we are speaking about being centered on the Word, | say yea
and amen. Youve got to remain centered in on the Word of God, but | dont see anywhere in

Scripture proof that we should reduce the Word of God to the printed page. And | sense that thats



family of God. If the Holy Spirit alone is a sufficient guide to our reading of the bible, then Il
close with a question: Why do spirit-led Protestants continue to disagree so strongly over so
many important issuesbaptism, worship, government, divorce, remarriage, the Second Coming,
altars, pictures, statues, kneelers, alcohol, cigarettes, cards, Zionism, birth control, and the list
could be extended almost indefinitely? Why is that led b



HAHN [Reply]: | thank you for the question because if gives me a chance to clarify a point
insufficiently made clear. My point is not so much to question the size or propriety of one
denomination or another, but rather the theological principle that gave rise to such an
unbelievable proliferation of splinter groups and small denominations everywhere that sincerely
but emphatically disagree on countless basic points of doctrine, worship and practice. I have still
great respect for the orthodox PreVENIHULDQ &KXUFK 7KH\{UH QRIl ZL0G-eyed, but I am pointing out
the presence of hundreds of denominations that all point to sola scriptura and their own
individual or group interpretations of the Bible, and Im asking the question: Is this really the way
God fathers His family?.

KNUDSON [Rebuttal]: As far as the way God fathers His family, Jesus Christ himself in his
great high priestly prayer prayed that all Christians would be one. We must never forget that; we
ought to be properly ecumenical. On the other hand there is one thing that animates us above all
else, and that is fealty to the teaching of the Word of God, and we must struggle with that also
within our own traditions. The tradition in which I standl am a member of a very small
denomination, that is truebut we do stand within a Reformed tradition that is much bigger than
we are, and | think, much more grand than we are. And | should only pray that the prayer of

Jesus Christ might eventually be realized because he will do all things according to his will..

HAHN [Counter-rebuttal]: Once again, it might help to focus the question. The question as | see
it and as | feel it is, where does Scripture teach that Scripture alone is the binding Word of God?
When Scripture very easily refers in passing in many passages to a living Word and to an oral
tradition transmitted by Christ through the apostles to their successors who in an unbroken line
RI VXFFHWLRQ KDYH PDLQWDLQHG EN IIKH KHOS RI WKH +R0\ 6SLULI WKH IDPLON RI *RG IV KD , WKLQN
more than any proEOHP LQ DQ\ GHQRPLQDILRQZKLFK UHDOO\ GRHVQYI FRQFHUQ PH DIl D00 IRQLIKI + LigV
KD ZKLFK , ILQG GLVWXUELQJ 6FULSIIXUH LIVHOI GRHV QRW WHDFK VROD VFULSIIXUD KLVWRUN GRHVQT UHIOHFY
it, practical common sense does not leave an organizational body with a document and no

authoritative institutions to enforce it over time..



HAHN [Question]: Id like to raise the question again that I referred to, and that is: Where does
the bible teach that it alone is the Word of God and that it alone is above the Church, when the
Church is called the pillar and foundation of truth? Where does the Bible teach that it is taken by
itself it is sufficient, clear and understandable, but especially sufficient and exclusive in its
DXIKRULIN ,9G DOVR OLNH \RX R FRPPHQI'RQ ~ 3HIHU ZKHUH 3HIHU VD\V 36RPH IKLQJV LQ 3DX0V
writings are difficult to understand which lawless and unstable men [presumably sincere] distort
IIR IKHLU RZQ GHVWUXFILRQ ~**

KNUDSON [Reply]: There are laws on discipline and unwise people who distort things to their
own destruction, that is quite true. On the other hand, that is certainly not the norm within
Protestant circles and I would remind you even though you do have a tremendous unity centered
in Rome in your church, there are a great number of different opinions and a great number of
different movements within your own community. Now, Scott keeps on asking where does the
Scriptures, where does the New Testament explicitly say that is is the sole authority, that it is the
final authority, let us say even over the authority of the Church? I think that I can find that where
| put it before, that once these epistles, once the writings were established, they were
authoritative in the Church. They had the apostolic authority, as Paul, as apostle, had apostolic
authority. Now, indeed, there was a time before these were written. That is true, but I drew an
analogy between the writing in the New Testament and the writing in the Old Testament, and
that Jesus Christ himself pointed to the Old Testament and referred to it constantly, and said,
372RIWKH OHV SDUIl RI WKH 20G 7HVIDPHQW QR RQH HIRW RU WLIOH R1 IKH 0DZ ZL00 SDVWV DZD\ XQUL0



the Church that had the hard task of deciding which books to include and exclude. Now, why do
you trust their decision there but not with regard to their decisions with regard to the sacraments,
church government. For instance, IrenaeuV VDLG 3$BQ\RQH ZKR ZLVKHV iR GLVFHUQ IIKH WUXIK PD\

VHH LQ HYHU\ FKXUFK LQ IIKH ZKROH ZRU0G WKH DSRVIROLF VXFFHVVLRQ FOHDU DQG PDQLIHVH 7KDW LV IUXH ~



passages that relate directly to your questions. OQH 0DVl SRLQI = HUH JRLQJ IR DIORZ IIKH SHUWVRQ

who did not receive the question to give a one minute rebuttal to the person who did receive it..

QUESTIONER 1:



KNUDSON [Rebuttal]: As far as the statement that Scott has made, that the revelations and
prophecies do not continue, that is precisely the position that | would represent. Furthermore,
that the hierarchy or whatever you want to say, the bishops or whatever, other than produce the
Word are simply interpret the Word, that is exactly what 1 would say about any of our presbyters



means to bestow glory or honor. Everything that is done to Mary Christ initiates. He honors, he
glorifies his mother more perfectly than anybody ever obeyed that law. The second principle is
just simply that the Church imitates Christ, and from that all proper Marian devotion flows.
Those are the scriptural planks on which this belief is grounded. [Outburst, commotion, shouts].

KNUDSON [Rebuttal]: This question raises another question, that is, has the Church been wrong
sometimes, absolutely wrong? Now that is a point that John Calvin made, that the Church in its
interpretation has been wrong, and has promulgated those as infallible. As far as Mary is
concerned, certainly we honor Mary, but as soon as we get onto that question on was the Church

r



KNUDSON [Rebuttal]: Yes, we believe that Christ said that his spirit would guide the Church to






QUESTIONER 6: Professor Hahn, in your remarks with sola scriptura breeding rebellion,
schism, and so on, you pointed to larger Presbyterian denominations embracing homosexuality

and abortion as somehow the product of sRID VFULSIXUD«

HAHN: ,Q RILFLD0 IHDFKLQJ«

QUESTIONER Now, you know, having graduated from Gordon and being familiar with
Westminster (garbled) you know very well that the OPC and certain denominations in the PCA
do not at all embrace homosexuality and abortion and certainly you cant say that the Catholic
Church is immune from this being as (garbled) not one of John Pauls visits to a gay Catholic

church in California.

HAHN: To urge them to repent and to embrace the full grace of the Gospel. | want to add though
that the PCUS, the PCUSA, the UPCUSA, all of these denominations formerly condemned these
things as sins too. My point is that these denominations have changed because all they had to go
on was Scripture and the shifting sand of human opinions and cultural fad. My point is not that
WKHUH DUHQI K\SRFULIHV LQ WKH &DIKRILF &KXUFK EXH IKHUH DUH LQ IIKH 3UHVEN\IIHULDQ DQG RIKHU
Protestant denominations. Were all hypocrites to some extent. My point is that in the official
teachings of the Catholic Church we see a very painful but courageous holding fast to moral
teaching which this century finds repugnant. And on a worldwide, universal basis. Whereas the
only way Protestant denominations have been able to maintain that is by constantly splitting off

from denominations whose moral stands are becoming increasingly decadent.

QUESTIONER: Do you equate sola scriptura with homosexuality?

KNUDSON [Rebuttal]: It is indeed the case, | was talking with one of my presbyters earlier
today, and he said that he had been in a discussion and there was a Roman Catholic brother there



there, but he found that he was really very far off to the left. However, as Scott points out and as
| pointed out in my earlier remarks at the very beginning, we appreciate the stand of the Catholic
Church against abortion and against many of these evils. There are certainly Protestants and
Catholics who go astray from the clear teaching of the Word of God. | want that understood, that
| know that. However, | do believe that Scott is not quite being fair in that he suggests that
EHFDXVH RI VROD VFULSHXUD SULQFLSOH WKDIl ZH 0D\ RXUVHOYHV RSHQ R WKDII , GRQYW EHOLHYH WKDIl IRU RQH
minute.



