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Foreword

It is rare—perhaps unique!—that a book on Christian doctrine, 
published as part of a church school curriculum series for a Presby-
terian church body in 1968 and revised in 1994, should still be sell-
ing a thousand copies a year or more—fifty years later! This is the 
story of this special book, Shirley Guthrie’s Christian Doctrine.1

Shirley C. Guthrie Jr. (1927–2004) was the son and brother of 
ministers of the Presbyterian Church in the United States (PCUS). 
This denomination merged with the United Presbyterian Church 
in the United States of America in 1983 to form the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of America (PCUSA).

Guthrie graduated from Austin College and Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary. While at Princeton, he became interested in the 
Swiss theologian Karl Barth and went to Basel to study for his 
doctoral degree with Barth. When Barth visited the United States 
in 1961, he asked Guthrie to translate for him.

Shirley Guthrie was always a church theologian. He served as 
a pastor of the Presbyterian Church in Rusk, Texas, and began 
teaching at Columbia Theological Seminary in 1957. In 1972, he 
married Vivian Hays, and in 1974 their son, Thomas, was born. 
Guthrie’s long tenure as Professor of Theology at Columbia Sem-
inary endeared him to generations of students and to churches 
where he so often preached and led adult education classes. He 
retired in 2001 and died in 2004.

It was in this seminary context that Christian Doctrine was first 
written. Guthrie was in Germany on a sabbatical leave when the 
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request came for him to write this book, to be part of the church’s 
Covenant Life curriculum.2 The designated writer became ill and 
couldn’t complete the assignment. Guthrie took up the project, 
with a publishing deadline fast approaching. He wrote the book 
in a short space of time so that it became part of the church’s  
educational curriculum in 1968. This was a full-length book of 
413 pages.

Christian Doctrine took its place in the church’s educational 
life but went on to become used by seminary students and pastors 
who wanted clear descriptions of what the church has believed and 
has expressed in its theological doctrines. In a memorial tribute, 
Kimberly Clayton, one of Guthrie’s students, wrote: “His book, 
Christian Doctrine, written as an Adult Sunday School Book in 
the old PCUS Covenant Life Curriculum, also helped many a 
seminarian through the Ordination Exams. Guthrie used to tell us, 
however, that he would not be overly impressed if we quoted his 
book on exams for his class because, he claimed, the book had 
been written on a 10th grade level!”3 Adults of every age—laity 
and clergy—were to find Guthrie’s descriptions of the church’s 
theology accessible and helpful!

The reach of Christian Doctrine into varieties of places in the 
church’s life was acknowledged by Shirley Guthrie in the “Preface 
to the Revised Edition” of the book in 1994. He wrote:

The first edition of this book was published in 1968 as part of a 
church school curriculum for use in adult study groups, primarily 
in Presbyterian and Reformed churches. I expected that it would be 
used for a few years until it was replaced by other Christian educa-
tion resources. But it is still being used as an introduction to theolo-
gy not only in churches but also in some colleges and seminaries in  
Presbyterian-Reformed and other denominations—an indication of 
the hunger of lay church members and beginning theological students 
for instruction in the Christian faith written in a way that is accessible 
to them.4

This combination of writing about something of great importance, 
“instruction in the Christian faith,” and writing in “a way that is 
accessible” is what Guthrie’s longtime colleague, New Testament 
scholar Charles B. Cousar, described as “what is so significant 
about Guthrie’s stance as a theologian.” Cousar noted that Guth-
rie, who did not write a large number of books or develop his own 
school of theology, instead “sought to understand what the church 
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has always believed and to interpret the contemporary relevance 
of the truth to others in the church, whether clergy or ordinary 
layfolk.”5 While Guthrie’s work reflected the approaches and  
insights of his teacher, Karl Barth, Guthrie did not try to perpet-
uate a “Barthian” school, and, said Cousar, he did not “even like 
being referred to as a ‘Barthian.’”6 Shirley Guthrie was focused 
on the bigger picture: conveying the church’s beliefs, with all their 
important implications for contemporary life, in an accessible  
manner.

When two of Guthrie’s colleagues at Columbia Seminary, Old 
Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann and theologian George 
Stroup, edited a collection of scholarly essays in Guthrie’s hon-
or, they acknowledged the influence of Karl Barth on Guthrie’s 
Christian Doctrine. They wrote: “The genius of the book is that it 
makes accessible to people with little or no formal theological ed-
ucation the most important insights from the work of Karl Barth, 
‘translates’ theology into human experience, and makes theology, 
in the best sense of the word, ‘practical.’”7 His colleagues went 
on to indicate the importance of the book when they wrote that “it 
would be difficult to exaggerate the significance of Christian Doc-
trine. Almost singlehandedly, it enabled large numbers of adult 
Christians to interpret the gospel in a theological idiom more com-
patible with their experience and convictions than the categories 
and seventeenth-century language of the Westminster Confession 
of Faith.”8

REVISIONS TO CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE

After twenty-five years of its continuing use, Guthrie was still lis-
tening to those who used the book. He acknowledged that “many 
of those who still find the book helpful have said that if it is to 
continue to be so, it must be updated to indicate how I would 
say things differently and how my mind has changed in light of  
developments in the thought and life of the church and in the world 
since 1968.”9 This quarter century had been a particularly yeasty 
time in American culture, for American churches, and in academ-
ic theology. So updates and modifications for Christian Doctrine 
were certainly appropriate. As always, Guthrie grounded this con-
viction in the deep soil of the Reformed tradition. “That tradition 
itself,” he wrote “demands the constant ‘updating’ (reformation) 
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of our always inadequate, time- and situation-bound attempts to 
understand the Christian gospel. This revised edition of the book, 
then, is not just an attempt to be up to date, but is an attempt to 
be faithful to the ‘always to be reformed’ tradition that informs its 
understanding of the task of theology.”10

Guthrie maintained the book’s basic structure and outline. But 
he indicated four kinds of changes that distinguished the revised 
edition from the original edition.

There are changes to try to say more clearly what Guthrie want-
ed to say in the first edition. He clarified and expanded on particu-
lar questions and issues. While these changes occurred throughout 
the book, he noted, they are especially found “in chapters dealing 
with the authority and interpretation of scripture, predestination, 
providence and evil, and Christian hope for the future.”11 Guthrie, 
the listener, saw these changes as a result of his many conversa-
tions with groups of church people and seminary students. So he 
clarified and expanded on these issues.

Second, Guthrie expanded his conversations with a wider  
Reformed tradition. In 1968, his chief dialogue partners were John 
Calvin, the Reformed Confessions, and Karl Barth. Now insights 
from other Reformed voices are present: confessional statements 
including the Declaration of Faith (1976) and the Brief Statement 
of Faith (1991) and theologians Jürgen Moltmann, Eberhard Jün-
gel, and Hendrikus Berkhof. Guthrie’s understandings of the doc-
trine of the Trinity, creation, and the person and work of the Holy 
Spirit were affected.

Third, Guthrie acknowledged the changed social and historical 
context of his revised edition. The 1990s brought with them a host 
of social and cultural issues including subtle racism in church and 
society, wars in the names of religious faith, the continuing gap 
between rich and poor, and issues of sexuality.

Finally, both Roman Catholic and Protestant liberation theolo-
gians were influential for Guthrie. Their instructive writings also 
revealed to Guthrie that he had read and interpreted Scripture “from 
the perspective of a white, middle-class, ‘Euro-American’ male who 
learned my theology from others like me.”12 Liberation theologians 
had helped Guthrie “learn from the Word of God some things I did 
not know in 1968 and could not have learned without them.”13

Of course, inclusive language became a mark of the revised 
edition. For Guthrie this was not only for using language about  
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humanity but also for “learning to use feminine as well as mascu-
line images to speak of God.”14

A CHURCH THEOLOGIAN

Shirley Guthrie’s Christian Doctrine: Revised Edition continues 
to meet a need among church laypersons, clergy, and seminary 
students who want a clear and accessible introduction to what the 
church believes from a wise and humble Reformed theologian. 
Guthrie’s wisdom and humility were clear to all of us who served 
with him on Presbyteries’ Cooperative Committee, where we 
wrote theology ordination exams for the Presbyterian Church. His 
insights helped us through many a thicket where we were trying to 
orient a question or find the right language.

Guthrie was a church theologian known for his humor and 
love of laughter. His colleagues said that he had “spoken so often 
on the topic ‘What Presbyterians Believe’ that it is rumored he 
has given the lecture in his sleep!”15 From Christian Doctrine 
throughout all his labors, Guthrie was dedicated to the church 
and its theological task. To generations of his students, Shirley 
Guthrie was a beloved teacher. As one put it: “I am one of hun-
dreds of students who were privileged to learn from him during 
those years. Many of us have memories of Shirley teaching 
while poised, flamingo-like on one leg, the other propped up on 
the table before him and jingling the change in his pocket. We 
remember his mix of humility and kindness, balanced by occa-
sional pauses of grace-filled exasperation, as he taught theology 
year after year after year to new students.”16

When faced with his impending death, Cousar said that friends 
found Guthrie “talking often about God’s forgiveness and about 
the future of God’s people (including his own future). As he had 
taught us about living, so he taught us about dying.”17 Bruegge-
mann and Stroup put it well: “Although Guthrie shares his men-
tor’s [Barth’s] suspicion of any theology that makes too much of 
human experience, God will surely forgive Guthrie’s many friends 
who believe they have experienced in his large heart and keen  
intellect a witness to the grace and love of God.”18

Donald K. McKim
2018
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    1. Shirley C. Guthrie, Christian Doctrine (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1968), 413 
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John Knox Press, 1994), 434 pgs.
    2. For a time the Covenant Life Curriculum was the authorized curriculum of 
five U.S. denominations: the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church, the Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church, the Moravian Church in America, the Presbyterian 
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