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How to choose among conflicting theories
in systematic theology?

Proposal for a solution to an unresolved question in
Wolfhart Pannenberg’s philosophical theology

John Daniel Andersen AND Atle Ottesen Søvik

According to Wolfhart Pannenberg, systematic theology should aim at being as
coherent as possible as a test of all its inherent truth claims. But what if two
systematic theologies are argued to be coherent presentations of the Christian
faith, yet include different and conflicting claims? This is a relevant question
raised by Pannenberg’s philosophical-theological method which he does not
answer adequately. In this article, we will suggest a solution to the problem.
We use resources in Rescher’s and Puntel’s philosophies for using and
specifying an aspect of coherence called “cohesiveness”, looking further into
the strength of connections and their granularity. Cohesiveness and
granularity cannot only be used as criteria for evaluating a systematic
theology as a whole, but also for determining which elements are most
important to integrate into systematic theology.

Introduction
What are the criteria that determine the truth content of Christian theol-
ogy? According to the German theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg, coher-
ence is the ultimate criterion of truth, and systematic theology1 should
therefore aim at being as coherent as possible.2 Pannenberg employs
the works of the American philosopher Nicholas Rescher and the
German philosopher Lorenz B. Puntel in his understanding of the cri-
terion of coherence.3 As they present it, coherence has three aspects: con-
sistency, comprehensiveness, and cohesiveness. That a theory is
coherent means that it should be consistent (consistency) and that it is
more coherent the more data it is able to integrate (comprehensiveness)
with as many and as strong connections as possible (cohesiveness).4

Note the specific meaning of the term “data” that is taken from
Rescher. It does not mean empirical evidence or something
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uninterpreted. Rather, it means any proposition taken as a truth candi-
date – anything thought to be true. This entails that all data must be
interpreted, and that many data are best interpreted as being false
claims and imagination only. Data are like small theories, but they are
usually thought to be more certain than larger theories, and thus they
are used to test theories. But larger theories and data can continually
be revised in light of each other, as demonstrated in science many
times. Thus, it is important, in Pannenberg’s view, for systematic theol-
ogy to integrate data from biblical material, historical theology, scientific
results, everyday experience, etc., but no theory will include all data as
true because data, as we have described them, can conflict with each
other.
In this article we argue that there is an important problem raised by

Pannenberg’s philosophical theological method which he does not
answer adequately. It seems that two systematic theologies could
appear, or at least claim to be, coherent when we consider the three
aspects of coherence. They can both be consistent and integrate a large
amount of data with seemingly strong connections. And yet, one
theory might include different data than the other theory, and these
data might be inconsistent with each other. Both theories can then not
be true, but how can we use the criterion of coherence to evaluate the
data in such cases?
Disagreement on specific data is a common problem in systematic

theology. One example could be different views on female leadership
in the church, partly to be explained by different emphases on and
understandings of so-called narrative and propositional biblical litera-
ture,5 as well as how different data from church history, social sciences,
and contemporary experience of female leadership in society and in the
church are integrated. Many disagreements on ethical questions are due
to different data being given different weight. Another example are
different views on the atonement, where different emphases on biblical
material and the understanding of God’s love give different con-
clusions.6 Since seemingly different coherent positions can claim to
have integrated the most important data, but disagree on whether
some data should be integrated or not, clarifications or more specific cri-
teria with which to navigate in such discussions are necessary, but in our
view Pannenberg does not address this issue properly.
In this article we will in the following section present in more detail

how Pannenberg answers the question of what the criteria are for deter-
mining which theory in systematic theology is the best, then how he jus-
tifies his answer. We will show that there is an important question left by
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Pannenberg’s philosophical theology; namely, what to do in cases where
there appears to be several coherent systematic theologies. We will then
suggest an answer to this question in the third section. Our answer will
use resources in Rescher’s and Puntel’s philosophies for using and spe-
cifying the aspect of coherence called “cohesiveness”, looking further
into the connections between data and their granularity. Cohesiveness
and granularity are criteria that can be used not only for a good
theory as a whole, but also for determining which data are most impor-
tant to integrate.
The discussion should be read as an exploration of the potential

within Pannenberg’s philosophical theology, without discussing its fun-
damental basis. It is a suggestion for how Pannenberg’s theological
method can be made more coherent and applicable without discussing
Pannenberg against very different alternative approaches, which is not
possible within the frame of an article. The criterion of coherence
should not be understood as the sole criterion that is, or can be, used
by churches, but as a general philosophical criterion which can prove
fruitful in discussions of truth also within systematic theology. While
we think that this criterion should be recognized as important to
churches (since it is a criterion of truth), we recognize that the issue is
more complex when it comes to determining church dogma.7

Presentation of Pannenberg’s understanding of the role of
coherence in systematic theology

In this section, we present Pannenberg’s arguments for how systematic
theology should be developed and for the importance of coherence.
We will mainly use Pannenberg’s three-volume Systematic Theology, con-
sidered his “crowning achievement”8 and the “definitive statement of
his mature theology”,9 and point out one important unanswered ques-
tion along the way.
In order to understand Pannenberg’s work on systematic theology and

emphasis on coherence, we shall first take a brief look at Pannenberg’s
context. The background for writing his Systematic Theology,was, accord-
ing to Pannenberg’s own words, pastoral concerns. Why should people
be Christians if the Christian message is not true?10 Pannenberg’s theo-
logical project, with its emphasis on public theology, ought to be under-
stood in light of and partly as a reaction to dialectic theology. Even
though, as we will see, Pannenberg is inspired by Barth’s emphasis on
revelation, he is at the same time critical of Barth’s philosophical
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thinking.11 Pannenberg strongly opposes all efforts of immunization,
and vigorously rejects what William Barley called a “retreat to commit-
ment”.12 Claims of truth ought to be subject to scrutiny and testing.13

In contrast to Barth, Pannenberg takes an historical approach, from
“below”14, with an emphasis on so-called “historical reasoning”,
which is a way of reasoning that he shares with philosophers like
Hegel, Dilthey and Gadamer.15 This means, though, that our access to
truth is only through our experience and reflection, which is always his-
torical in character.16 Pannenberg is here influenced by Dilthey’s
thoughts on the “historicity of experience”, mantaining that our access
to truth is relative as long as history continues.17 Thus, Pannenberg
with his public theology and belief in universal truth should probably
best be described as a critical realist. Pannenberg does not accept all
postmodern assumptions. As he himself explains, he came to the con-
clusion that Kant’s critique of the metaphysical tradition has limitations,
and that “the principle of self-conscious subjectivity need not be
accepted as the final basis for every discussion of metaphysics, as was
the case in the entire tradition of German idealism”.18 This is why Pan-
nenberg believes that it is possible to have true beliefs and that Chris-
tians can even have a strong confidence in the final revelation of God
through Jesus, because he has anticipated the end of history.19

In Pannenberg’s view, systematic theology ought to be a “systematic
investigation and presentation” of Christian doctrine.20 It needs to be
systematic in the sense of presenting a coherent theology that is probably
true.21 The reason for this is that the question of truth is primary.22 Thus,
the truth of Christian doctrines should not be decided in advance, but be
treated “as an open question”.23 Christianity must, in other words, be
able to argue for its truth in a pluralistic world with competing truth
claims. In Pannenberg’s opinion, this is also how systematic theology
becomes a scientific discipline.24 The inspiration and authority of the
Bible can therefore not be presupposed, Pannenberg claims, since such
references to authority would hinder critical investigations of theologi-
cal truth claims and “ruin the argument”.25 Any theological statements
about truth or “the divine inspiration of holy scripture and its authority
in the church”must therefore come after the faith in Jesus Christ is theor-
etically justified and not the other way around.26

Pannenberg emphasizes, nevertheless, that Christian theology must
begin with God’s revelation, even though his understanding of truth
and truth-criteria appears to be influenced by coherentist philosophers.
Pannenberg firmly rejects that his systematic theology should be associ-
ated with a specific philosophical system because Christian theology
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must be rooted in the historical revelation of God.27 However, Pannen-
berg’s understanding of epistemology, as well as of the concept of
truth, is clearly influenced by the philosophers Nicholas Rescher and
Lorenz B. Puntel, which is evident when Pannenberg insists on the
concept of coherence as our best available tool in evaluating truth
claims.28 Coherence functions as “the final criterion of truth […]
because it also belongs to the nature of truth”29 and is “the basic thing
in the concept of truth”.30 Pannenberg writes that correspondence
between beliefs and reality, as well as consensus, are related to coherence
where the reality or “[c]oherence in the things themselves, not in judg-
ments about them, is constitutive for the truth of our judgments”.31

The theological justification for this emphasis on coherence is that it
can be “closely related to the concept of the one God”32 who all finite
reality is dependent upon.33 God is truth and the unifying centre of all
reality, which no human can control.34

Pannenberg provides a broad conception of coherence as a truth cri-
terion, meaning “both the interrelation of the parts and the relation to
other knowledge”.35 Rescher’s book, The Coherence Theory of Truth,
which Pannenberg refers to, can shed some more light on how a broad
conception of coherence functions as a truth criterion along these lines
of thinking. For Rescher, the concept of coherence is more than just
logical consistency. It also embraces cohesiveness – howwell the different
parts of a theory are connected – and comprehensiveness – the ability to
integrate a broad range of experiences.36

Pannenberg stresses that systematic theology should investigate truth
claims with regard to overall coherence.37 Since truth cannot be taken for
granted, the truth of Christian doctrine must also be a theme of systema-
tic theology.38 Specific doctrines and other truth claims ought to be eval-
uated with regard to the unity of our knowledge and experience, and not
just focus on details.39 Integration of various data is not supposed to be a
random selection of isolated results from other disciplines without criti-
cal reflection upon method and frameworks.40 “Systematic presentation
is itself a test of the truth claims of each of the specific assertions that
enter into a comprehensive account”.41 Pannenberg explains how he
thinks systematic theological work should be done to accomplish this
goal:

Dogmatics as systematic theology proceeds by way of both asser-
tion and hypothesis as it offers a model of the world, humanity,
and history as they are grounded in God, a model which, if it is
tenable, will “prove” the reality of God and the truth of Christian
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doctrine, showing them to be consistently conceivable, and also con-
firming them, by the form of presentation.42

Systematic theology should, in other words, present a big picture (com-
prehensive theory) of God and the world, which is evaluated with
regard to overall coherence.
We will now proceed from the topic of coherence in general to the

topic of what data to integrate in Christian systematic theology. In Pan-
nenberg’s view, it is not enough if systematic theology provides a con-
sistent and comprehensive philosophical theory that does not account
for the historical origin of its ideas and concepts, tracing them back
towards the historical revelation of God through historical theology:

Christian doctrine is from first to last a historical construct. Its
content rests on the historical revelation of God in the historical
figure of Jesus Christ and on the precise evaluation, by historical
interpretation alone, of the testimony that early Christian proclama-
tion gives to this figure. Its terminology, which has evolved since
apostolic times in attempts to formulate the universal scope of the
divine action in the person and history of Jesus, cannot be under-
stood apart from its place within the history of these attempts.43

We can see here that it is crucial for Pannenberg that systematic theology
considers biblical and historical data in the assessment of Christian doc-
trines. A systematic theology that only focuses on the unity between its
parts will otherwise be “arbitrary and nonbinding”, Pannenberg
claims.44 There seems to be two reasons for this emphasis on biblical
and historical data which can be linked to his emphasis on coherence.
First, history includes all of reality and therefore all possible data.45

Thus, philosophy and systematic theology need to take exegesis and
the historical development of doctrines into consideration. Even
nature and natural laws are part of ongoing history.46 Second, religion
is the primary human form of perceiving the reality of God or the
divine.47 Concrete historical and lived religions must be considered
and compared in order to stay in touch with reality.48 Christian systema-
tic theology must therefore consider biblical and Church historical data
because Christian doctrines are supposed to express God’s revelation
through history.49

Pannenberg’s theory of the revelation of God as history is the unifying
factor that holds his whole theological system together.50 Pannenberg
shares Karl Barth’s view that it is only through God’s self-revelation
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that we can know anything about God. The question is how God has
revealed himself, and Pannenberg’s answer is that God reveals himself
through his deeds and actions in history, as can also be seen clearly in
the history of Israel. However, a single act or event that God is involved
in is not understood as a complete revelation of God. In isolation, these
revelatory events do not convey sufficient knowledge of who God is.
They can be regarded as incomplete contributions. Only history itself,
or the totality of history, can be reckoned as God’s self-revelation. This
means that God’s historical self-revelation will be complete only at the
end of history, when we in retrospect will be able to see the full
picture. Despite this, Pannenberg argues that because Jesus has antici-
pated the end of history through his resurrection, we already have an
eschatological revelation of God. Therefore, the revelation of God –
and what we can know about him – is somehow fixed around the
events surrounding Jesus of Nazareth.
Pannenberg’s theory of revelation, as summarized above, explains

why he insists that Christian theology must be rooted in God’s historical
revelation as witnessed by the biblical scriptures,51 as well as the neces-
sity of an historical construction of Christian doctrine as expressed in the
quotation above. This does not mean that the historical construction of
Christian doctrines should be done uncritically. As already mentioned,
Pannenberg does not presuppose any special verbal inspiration of the
biblical texts. For him, the biblical scriptures are fallible human testimo-
nies of God’s revelatory actions in history.52 However, the significance of
the Bible for doctrines should not be overlooked. This is because these
historical texts are our primary sources to God’s revelatory actions
which reached their climax in the person of Jesus. The texts express
how the revelatory events were originally understood by the people
who were part of them, and, therefore, the significance of God’s
actions. This is howwe can say that the biblical scriptures convey knowl-
edge of God, which explains Pannenberg’s emphasis on historical
interpretation and exegesis. In a nutshell, Christian theology must
trace its ideas from the Bible.
The common content of the Christian faith and the New Testament

scriptures is God’s acts of salvation through Jesus, Pannenberg argues.
Even though he, given the results of historical critical research, does
not find the Bible consistent in every detail, Pannenberg argues that his-
torical critical research at least confirms a unity of scripture (Einheit der
Schrift) with regard to its central content (zentralen Sachgehalts).53 This
central content or common meaning of the Bible is God’s acts of salvation
in the person of Jesus of Nazareth – which is also the object of the Christian

John Daniel Andersen, and Atle Ottesen Søvik 7



faith, according to Pannenberg.54 The revelatory events surrounding the
life of Jesus is what the New Testament texts bear a common witness to,
despite all of their differences.55 According to Pannenberg, the central
and common meaning of the biblical texts can only be discovered
through exegetical work that aims at the author’s intention. But since
the reader and his understanding might influence the interpretation of
biblical texts, it is also important that the interpreters’ interpretations
are subject to a public discussion.56 A public discussion is important
for a theological proposal to be justified as Christian.57 It should, as
expressed in the quotation above, be able to clarify where its ideas
come from. Christian theology has several presuppositions, including
the belief that Christian teaching actually exists, the diversity of Chris-
tianity in history, Christian impact on culture, the church with its procla-
mation and liturgy, and “the Bible as a point of reference and norm for
the Christian identity of ecclesiastical and theological teaching”.58 The
function of Christian doctrines, which systematic theology expounds,
is to try to summarize the common material content of Scripture and
present it as God’s truth.59 That does not mean that doctrinal summaries
or creeds exhaust the Bible’s content.60

Because the Bible’s content, as well as its truth, can be disputed – and
final knowledge only awaits at the end of history – Christian systematic
theology cannot presuppose its own truth, but must test (doctrinal)
truth-claims.61 This is why Pannenberg argues for systematic theology
to be coherent and historically oriented, which in turn explains Pannen-
berg’s lists of four criteria for determining that a doctrine in systematic
theology is not good enough, laid out in his book, Wissenschaftstheorie
und Theologie: (1) The theory is not an implication of biblical traditions;
(2) The theory lacks reference to reality as a whole, not being supported
by current experience or able to demonstrate a philosophical awareness
of this problem; (3) The theory cannot integrate/be integrated into the
relevant field of experience (lack of compatibility), or such integration
is not attempted at all; and (4) The theory’s explanatory power is inferior
to already existing theories and does not overcome their problems.62

We have now presented Pannenberg’s understanding of the role of
coherence in Christian systematic theology and will proceed by
looking at an important question raised by Pannenberg’s philosophical
theology and understanding of epistemology. We have seen that Pan-
nenberg argues that the question of truth should be regarded as open,
and that specific truth claims within Christian systematic theology
must be evaluated with regard to overall coherence. But how do we
evaluate or test data (doctrines, truth-claims, smaller theories) in cases
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where there is disagreement between two seemingly coherent systema-
tic theologies?
Disagreement on data between different systematic theologies are

commonplace. Disagreement can be about whether a datum should be
included or not, but also about how a datum should be integrated.
However, in practice it can often be difficult to assess overall coherence.
Systematic theologies may appear, or can claim to be, coherent, being
consistent theories that also are comprehensive with many connections
between parts. To make an overall assessment of coherence requires a
large amount of time, resources, and knowledge. Since everyone has
limited knowledge, it is unrealistic to expect that one can conduct a
final evaluation of what the most coherent theory is. An overall assess-
ment can be further complicated by the fact that different systematic
theologies often have different strengths and weaknesses, as well the
general problem of how to weigh the different aspects of coherence as
a “multidimensional concept” against each other.63 Nevertheless, there
is often concrete disagreement on specific issues where much of the rel-
evant information is known, and where both parts argue that they have
the most coherent theory. In such cases, it would be helpful with more
tools to make progress in the discussion.
In our view, Pannenberg does not adequately answer the relevant

question about disagreement between apparently coherent systematic
theologies. In the next part we will propose what should be understood
as our solution to the problem, where we attempt to draw on Pannen-
berg’s philosophical theology and try to develop it further.

Constructive proposal
In this part, we propose that the aspect of coherence called cohesiveness
can be further nuanced to help in the evaluation of conflicting doctrines
and other pieces of information in apparently coherent systematic theol-
ogies. Cohesiveness means that a theory should have as many and as
strong links as possible, but what does it mean to have strong links?
We shall argue that this aspect of coherence can be used in evaluating
a theory as a whole (i.e. how its data are interconnected), but also that
cohesiveness may also be used to determine which data are most impor-
tant to integrate in a theory.64 By nuancing the criterion of cohesiveness,
we will get criteria that also help us choose the most important data and
evaluate the strongest connections. We start by considering how cohe-
siveness can determine which data are most important.
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Data with many connections are more important than data with few
connections. When data with many connections are connected with
other data with many connections, it means that important data are con-
nected with important data. Having a high number of connections to
other data with a high number of connections is thus an additional cri-
terion of importance, specifying which connections are most important
in the criterion of cohesiveness.
Some data are central and important for theology because they have

many connections with many data relevant for Christian faith. The
belief in the triune God, the incarnation, or the idea of God loving the
world unconditionally are data which are connected with many other
data in systematic theology. This is also the case with the claims of
Jesus being resurrected from the dead, etc. However, claims about the
authorship of the Pentateuch, the exact date of the Exodus or about
the destruction of cities like Jericho and Ai, etc., are not as central for sys-
tematic theology because such data has fewer connections with data that
are most relevant for the Christian faith.
While cohesiveness is a criterion to use for systematic theology as a

whole, it is thus also a criterion that can be used to determine which
data are most important to integrate. The belief that God has created
the whole world is a more central “datum” for Christian systematic
theology than beliefs about when it happened. Since the belief that the
earth is around 4,6 billion years is well connected to many other data
(e.g. scientific theories), unlike the belief that the earth is 6000 years
old, it is something more important for systematic theology to be able
to integrate. As this example shows, cohesiveness can help us determine
whether it is most important to integrate the belief in a young or an old
earth in systematic theology. In this way cohesiveness can function as a
criterion for evaluating which data are most central, and therefore most
important, to integrate into systematic theologies.
At the same time, the general criterion of cohesiveness is not enough,

since it is possible that some data are connected to many others and can
integrate many others because they are very coarse-grained. As Erik
Olsson has pointed out, the more comprehensive a theory is, the more
connections it also entails, which means that a theory can appear cohe-
sive due to its size.65 For example, one can make claims about a hidden
God, a deceiving demon, yin and yang, Brahman, energy and many
other things that can be related to anything and integrate anything,
but only in a very imprecise and coarse-grained way, like in a conspiracy
theory. It does not logically or naturally follow that these data are impor-
tant to include in the theory or that the connections between them are
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correctly understood, since it is so easy to make up coarse-grained truth
claims that can be related to anything. The possibility of comprehensive
and coarse-grained theories appears to posit a challenge for the
approach Pannenberg proposes since he suggests that the truth of
smaller parts is determined by the whole systematic theological theory.
However, Lorenz Puntel’s ideas on depth and granularity consider-

ations may shed further light on the sub-criteria of comprehensiveness
and cohesiveness. Puntel is inspired by Rescher and thinks of coherence
as having the same three aspects of consistency, cohesiveness, and com-
prehensiveness.66 But Puntel adds two criteria for comparing theories.
The first is depth, which means the degree to which structures are
valid in many different theoretical frameworks; and the second is gran-
ularity,which means differentiation, detail, and specificity.67 In addition,
Puntel offers clarifications on how to understand connections. Connec-
tions can differ in strength, in the sense that a deductive connection is
stronger than an inductive connection. But “connection” does not refer
merely to inductive and deductive connections between elements. Any
description of any relation between the data (e.g. causal relations,
spatial relations, and so on) gives a more finely grained description of
the states of affairs that the theory describes and a more precise inte-
gration in the theory, which thus makes it more coherent.68 In our
view, depth can be seen as falling under comprehensiveness and granu-
larity as falling under cohesiveness, and so one could still say that it is
the same three aspects of coherence as we have been looking at all
along. But now the understanding of them is more fine-grained.
We suggest that fine-graininess is an indication of important data

because detailed connections increase their plausibility. If various data
are interconnected in finely grained ways, it seems unlikely that this is
a result of chance or pure luck, but rather more plausible that the
theory is well connected with the data because it says something
about how the world really is. Exact confirmations of theories in
physics make it much more plausible that they are true. In contrast to
such fine-grained theories, the claim that all fossils are the result of the
flood from the time of Noah is very coarse-grained and seems less
plausible.
In any systematic-theological discussion on how to weigh different

data, there will often be disagreement on whether to include or
exclude certain data. If the data are finely grained and make finely
grained connections, we suggest that these are to be preferred over
less finely grained data. Thus, coarse-grained answers, like “the
hidden God”, “the mysterious ways of God”, or “revelation in the
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eschaton” should not be regarded as preferred answers in systematic
theology if fine-grained answers already exist. Pannenberg expresses a
similar view when he states that a theological proposal is falsified if
the theory’s explanatory power is inferior to already existing theories
and does not overcome their problems. But here we have specified
what it means to have stronger explanatory power as opposed to
inferior. Explanatory power can therefore be related to granularity.
Fine-grained connections are preferred over coarse-grained connections
since the former increase plausibility, which is why fine-graininess is an
indication of important data.

Conclusion
To sum up our answer to the problem of how to evaluate conflicting data
like doctrines and information in case of two or more apparently coher-
ent systematic theologies: We suggest that the aspect of cohesiveness can
aid the overall judgment about coherence by looking deeper into the
data covered by the systematic theologies and focusing on the inte-
gration of central data (i.e. data with many connection-points connected
to other data with many connection-points) and fine-grained data (i.e.
data with detailed connections). The aspect of cohesiveness can in this
way help us identify “central data” and/or “fine-grained data” – and
the integration of, or lack of integration of, such data. Thus, the discov-
ery of presumably important data will inform the overall discussion of
systematic theologies and the final decision about data. Lack of inte-
gration of important data may be taken as a sign of incoherence, and
vice versa. An implication of such findings is that if a specific systematic
theology is unable to integrate central and/or fine-grained data, then this
inability may indicate a need for a revision or perhaps even a rejection of
the systematic theology. Presumably, individual theologians can still dis-
agree on which theory has integrated the most connected data and the
most finely grained data, but at least we have given more tools to use
in deciding among them.
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Notes
1. Pannenberg uses the term “systematic theology” for dogmatics, understood as the

“systematic doctrine of God and nothing else” (Pannenberg, Systematic Theology,
Volume 1, 59). Thus, he also makes a distinction between dogmatics and ethics, since
his concern is on God and his actions, which include creation and the church (Pannen-
berg, n. 128, p. 59). We will use the term “systematic theology” to include both dog-
matics and ethics, since Pannenberg’s distinction seems difficult to maintain.

2. Pannenberg, Introduction to Systematic Theology, 6; Pannenberg, Systematic Theology,
Volume 1, 21–22.

3. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, Volume 1, 52–53.
4. Rescher, Coherence Theory of Truth; Puntel, Structure and Being.
5. Andersen et al., “Kvinnelige ledere i kirken.”
6. See for instance the discussion in Teologisk Tidsskrift betweenAsle Eikrem andHarald
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