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R. J. RUSHDOONY:
SYMBOLIC THEOLOGIAN

by Gary North

R. J. Rushdoony is increasingly being recognized as the
primary developer of the Christian Reconstruction worldview
and a pioneer in several important areas of theology and so-
cial philosophy. He has blazed new trails in the fields of bib-
lical law, apologetics, Christian education, and history. His
fusion of postmiliennial eschatology, Van Til's presupposi-
tional apologetics, and biblical law made possible a unique
new Christian worldview, one which | believe will become
dominant over the next two centuries. He is probably the
most important Christian thinker since John Calvin. But his
vision is broader than Calvin’s; he can more accurately be
compared with Augustine.

One area where he has not received his due is the field
of symbolic theology.! Even some of his disciples do not rec-
ognize the extent to which Rushdoony has used symbolic
theology to set forth his case. As a postmillennialist and as a
follower of Cornelius Van Til, there was no way that he could
have avoided the use of symbolic theology. First, the post-
millennial view relies heavily on interpreting Old Testament
prophecies in terms of their underlying symbolism. Rush-
doony’s book on eschatology, Thy Kingdom Come (1970),
offers page after page of historical and social conclusions
that are based on his interpretation of symbolic language in
Daniel and Revelation.

Second, Van Til's apologetic method also relies heavily
on symbolism. All human thought, Van Til says, is analogi-
cal. Men are required to “think God'’s thoughts after Him.”
Ethical rebels attempt to escape this requirement, but Van
Til argues that they cannot. We are all created in God's im-
age, and therefore we must think analogically, not originally.
Therefore, what Van Til is saying is that all created reality re-
flects the being of God. If this is the case, then all created
reality is symbolic of God. Rushdoony’s writings testify to
the fact that he is fully aware of this implication of Van Til's
thought, and that he is in complete agreement with Van Til
on this point.

Rushdoony’s Use of Symbolism
Rushdoony understands the importance of symbolism.
The problem is that some of his more recently recruited fol-

1. Technically and historically, “symbolic theology” is the study of creeds
and confessions (see Philip Schaff, Theological Propaedeutic, p. 410).
Theological science is generally broken down into four categories: system-
atic theology, historical theology (history of doctrine), symbolic theology
(study of creeds and confessions), and biblical theology (study of the modes
of revelations in Scripture). The study of Biblical symbolism and larger sym-
bolic structures is part of biblical theology, but in recent years, in some circles
at least, the phrase “symbolic theology” has come to be used for this. This
semantic confusion is unfortunate, to say the least, but it is hard to “pin the
blame” for it on anyone. At any rate, for this essay | shall be using the phrase
“symbolic theology” not in its normal sense (study of creeds) but in a special
sense (study of Biblical symbolism and symbolic structures).

lowers have not understood how deeply he has relied on
symbolic theology, for he does not always call symbolism
“symbolism.” Sometimes he calls symbolism “typology.” At
other times, he calls symbols “images.” (His early recruits
have more frequently understood how important symbolism
is to Rushdoony’s theological perspective, and they have
continued to apply and expand his pioneering efforts in this
field. The one apparent exception to this rule is Dr. Greg
Bahnsen, probably because his commentary on Revelation
has not been published.) We therefore need to review Rush-
doony’s use of typology and images. '

Rushdoony discusses typology in terms of Van Til's ex-
position of the doctrine of the ontological Trinity. “The biblical
doctrine of the ontological trinity, as Van Til has shown, un-
dergirds the equal ultimacy, reality, and unity of the one and
the many; the doctrine of creation, with its Creator-creature
distinction, gives the principle of interpretation, in that the
Creator is also the source of meaning, all facts being God-
given facts. Typology is an essential aspect of this interpre-
tation, in that inter-relationship of the temporal and eternal,
but without confusion, is asserted. Marriage, for example,
has more than its physical and temporal nature and is typi-
cal of the relationship of Christ and His church, even as hu-
man fatherhood is an image of the eternal relationship of the
ontological trinity of the Father to the Son."2

What Rushdoony is saying is that only through typologi-
cal reasoning—a theological exposition based on biblical
analogies—can we relate the temporal to the eternal. Such
typological reasoning, he says, is “essential.” Rushdoony
has always defiantly criticized all Christian thinking which ig-
nores the temporal (history), and nowhere does he criticize
such thinking more harshly than in Thy Kingdom Come. It
should not be surprising, then, that we find that it is in this
book above all that he relies most heavily on symbolic theol-
ogy.

We should also recognize the importance which Rush-
doony attaches to symbols and symbolism in his teaching
concerning images. There is no escape from images, he
says; images are inescapable concepts. Men are made in
God's image and reflect Him. But rebellious man wants to
create his own images and symbols. “Man creates images,
which are a projection of himself or some aspect of his be-
ing, and then bows down before them. In this he says that ul-
timacy rests where he is and where his mind functions. The
images man creates represent his ideas of power and ulti-
macy, and, because he makes them, they aiso represent his
power and control over them.”3

2. Rushdoony, Thy Kingdom Come: Studies in Daniel and Revelation (Fair-
fax, Virginia: Thobum Press, {1970] 1978), p. 99.

3. Rushdoony, “Images, lkons, and Pin-ups,” Journal Of Christian Recon-
struction, 1 (Summer, 1974), p. 141. ’
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ing the very earth and incurring judgment.”1® We have there-
fore gone from sexual relations to poiitical reiations. Ail of

this is accompiished by means of symboiic theoiogy. You
can imagine that statist commentators will cry “foul!”
It takes courage to do this sort of exegesis. Narrow-
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such as “God is the ultimate fountain of Iite, and spend
pages tryrng to prove that Rushdoony i
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Rushdoony uses symbolic theology throughout the In-
stitutes. For example, his interpretation of the law pro-
hibiting the removal of landmarks broadens its scope to in-
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inheritance (pp. 328ff., 488ft.); t‘e treats at length of the sym-
bolism of the woman's head-covering during worship (pp.

3471.); he discusses the broad, symbolic aspects of the term
fornication in minute detail (pp. 4071f., 4221.); and he quotes,
with obvious approval, a highly symbolic interpretation of
our Lord's writing in the dust when dealing with the aduiter-
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sion of communion he declares that “all men outside the
covenant are under the tenth plague,” which is certainly not

a “literalistic” approach toward either communion or the
Egyptran plagues (p. 755); he cites the practice of naked
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themes of hls own theology It would mean that Rush-
doony has either lost his mind, or else that he has reversed
his theology without publicly admitting that he had done so.
It would mean either that Rushdoony is mentally incompe-
tent or that he is morally rncompetent Such nonsensical
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application of particular texts, there can be no doubt that the
members of the Tyler school of reconstructionism see them-
selves as self-conscious heirs of Rushdoony’s broad
hermeneutical approach in his major, published works, such
as The Institutes of Biblical Law and Thy Kingdom Come.

It should be obvious that | admire Rev. Ftushd‘oony for his
vallant eﬂorts to do pathbreaking {an ana logy!; work in the

fimabe o llmime Thewom fa 12480 admiibnd fem mvarLs awniee

n

5 o3
g &
D =
C ==
w
Pl

o
]
35
£

d o of in principle. After

doubt in ways that h app
ontroversral example!
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19. | am grateful to David Chilton for these insights.
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