Preface

Contlict about the Bible is the single most divisive issue among
Christians in North America today. And because of the impor-
tance of Christianity in the culture of the United States, conflict
about the Bible is also central to what have been called “the cul-
ture wars.” , :

The conflict is between two very different ways of reading the
Bible. In language T will usc later in the book, it is a conflict be-
tween a “literal-factual” way of reading the Bible and a “historical-
metaphorical” way of reading it. The former is central to Christian
fundamentalists and many conservative-evangelical Christians. The
latter has been taught in seminaries of mainline denominations for
the better part of a century. Most clergy have known about it for a
long time. In the last few decades, the historical-metaphorical way °
of reading the Bible has become increasingly common among lay
members of mainline churches.

- This book represents the historical-metaphorical side of the
debate. In its pages, I describe a way of seeing and reading the
Bible that flows out of my life within two communities: the aca-
demic community of biblical scholarship and the scholarly study
of religion, and the religious community of the church.

For over thirty-five years, I have been studying and teaching
the Bible in private and public colleges, universities, and gradu-

ate schools. From the beginning, my special area of study has
- been Jesus and the gospels. But I have always had an abiding in-
- terest in the Hebrew Bible and have consistently taught it as well
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as the New Testament at the introductory and ‘mor¢ advanced
levels.

This book contains the most important and illuminating in-
sights that T have learned about the Bible from this experience. It
has three parts. Part One (three chapters) analyzes the present
conflict and lays the foundation for a historical-metaphorical ap-
proach to the Bible. Parts Two and Three apply this approach
the reader to major parts of the Bible. In Part
Hebrew Bible in four chapters: cre-
h, the prophets, and wisdom litera-
cure. In Part Three I explore major portions of the New
Testament in three chapters: the gospels, Paul, and Revelation.

Because much of the book comes out of the experience of
teaching at the undergraduate level, I trust that it may be of use
in college and university courses. But I am also writing for
a Christian audience, and I hope that this orientation will not
get in the way of non-Christian readers. Readers in the latter
category will sometimes find themselves listening to an intra-
Christian conversation (and may perhaps find it interesting).

My desire to relate the book to Christianity flows out of the
other community in which I live. For an even longer time than 1
have lived within the academy, 1 have lived in the Christian
world. T was nurtured in the Lutheran church and remained

Lutheran until about age thirty. Then, for almost a decade, my

involvement with the institutional church was minimal. My reen-

try into its life was through a Presbyterian congregation in which

1 was a “kindred spirit” for a few years. That experience was very

nourishing, but I realized that 1 desired a more lirurgical and
d the Episcopal

sacramental form of worship, and so I joine
church, a denomination and tradition that I am very happy to

call home. T describe myself as a nonliteralistic and nonexclusivis-
tic Christian, committed to living my life with God within the
Christian tradition, even as I affirm the validity of a// the endur-
ing religious traditions.
Thus, in addition to treating historical and literary matters, 1
have sought to explore the religious significance of the Bible—in

and introduce
Two, I treat portions of the
ation stories, the Pentateuc
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particu'_lar, i.ts significance for Christians. One of my central pur-
%ci);le: ‘;:1 ﬂiusdl:ooicl is to address the present conflict aboutpthc
ithin the church and to provide Christi i
. : . ans with a persua-
s:lr(c Wt?r oflscelng .and reading their sacred scriptures, a WI; tl::t
takes the Bible seriously without taking it literally. , ’
N ﬁis I develop a histgrical-metaphorical approach to reading the
; ible, T also of‘.fer an interpretation of the biblical tradition. What
pres;nt here is 2 way of seeing and reading the Bible tha.t flows
gli.ll;.'l: my total .hfc experience: my education as a student of the
oy j; 1iny vocatloxé Ei a teacher of biblical and religious studies
. rney as a istian, and ’
e e, , what I have learned from the
Tl'lTo say the (‘)bvi.ous, the book reflects my own subjectivity.
k uef: ;f no point in pretending objectivity, as if I (or anybod )
ol alav_e a vantage point outside of one’s own personal arzfd
cultura history.. T}.le test of our subjectivities—whether they are
P]i:_m;lnly provincial, individualistic, or even narcissistic—is
g e fer t}}cy make sense 0 others. And so I invite you into a
alfcglz of seeing and reading the Bible that has made sense to me
encourage you to use your own discerning judgment ab
how much makes sense to you. o
tth: E?)lfr?[tcﬁ.ll :1? anrilcgf/fpeople for what T have learned about
. Iam or my socialization within th
-1 e ch
'Sl“tjli[oig.h it 1nc11.11ded much that I have had to unlearn, it als];r?r}ll ‘
ed in me a love of the Bible and an abidi . of i :
\ ng sense of its im-
portance. I am indebted to
professors from my past, |
undergraduate years, Paul Sponheim and Rod Gﬂfbl[)) ( bothnthrftlr}lr

- professors at Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota) were

most r i i :
esponsible for generating my adult interest in religion and

- the Bible. In my graduate education, George B. Caird, my pri-

m:}ry profcss.or at Oxford, was immeasurably important
am also indebted to authors of books on biblical scholarship

- from :
e actil; las:t fcwl centuries and contemporary colleagues within
emic guild. Some are acknowledged in footnotes, but
¥

-
o] tCa.Chl 0 10 c [ l]lc c O a“y ()i c



‘apologize for not being able to cre
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insights that I report. In virtually every case, 1 learned them

from somebody; a completely original insight is a rar¢ bird. 1
dit each contributor by name.

I conclude with a comment about the dedication of this book
to Tom Haller and the community at Ring Lake Ranch, an ecu-
menical retreat center near DuBois, Wyoming. There my wife,
Marianne, and I co-led a retreat for two weeks in late August,
during which I also finished this book. On the first day of the re-
treat, Tom, a United Church of Christ clergyperson from St.
Louis, was gravely injured in 2 horse-riding accident. For a day
we did not know if he would live. His accident united the com-
munity of retreatants in a remarkably intimate way, especially as
we prayed together for his recovery. In particular, I want to
¢hank the staff at Ring Lake Ranch, especially Robert Hoskins,
Ann Mebane, Elly Stewart, and its director, Joan Guntzelman. I

am happy to say that Tom has recovered and very pleased to
dedicate this book to him and the people with whom [ lived for
two rich weeks in the mountains of Wyoming.
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Reading Lenses:

Seeing the Bible Again

@ %E::{% The key word in the title of this book—Reading the
gg’%ﬁ Bible Again for the First Time—is “again.” It points

AP 1o my central claim. Over the past century an older way
of reading the Bible has ceased to be persuasive for millions of
people, and thus one of the most imperative needs in our time is

. away of reading the Bible anew.

Reading and seeing go together. On the one hand, what we
read can affect how we see. On the other hand, and more impor-
tant for my immediate purpose, how we see affects how we read.
What we bring to our reading of a text or document affects how
we read it. All of us, whether we use reading glasses or not, read

- through lenses.

As we enter the twenty-first century, we need a new set of
lenses through which to read the Bible. The older sct, ground
and polished by modernity, no longer works for millions of
people. These lenses need to be replaced. The older way of see-
ing and reading the Bible, which I will soon describe, has made
the Bible incredible and irrelevant for vast numbers of people.
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This is so not only for the millions who have left thf't c.hurcvl:r ;r;
Eurdpc and North America, ?ut fal;o fohr m;nY Christians
i ive i e life of the church.
Co%tlrlxr;u;é:zltgra::x: llélnzl;s thus exists within the chju.rgh itself.
The older lenses enabled Christians c?f earlier generan?&s_ to ::17;:
erience the Bible as a lamp unto their feet, a source ohr. gmls >
tion for following the Christi}al.n patl;h. But f‘gpﬁﬁz (iur;sj nf;n i
our time, the older lenses have become s ming 1
‘ble into a stumbling block-in the way.! Y‘et not all is
f;l::z ;rlitsut the need ?01_ new lenses. Many Ylgorously dcfcnsetki
‘older wag'f of secing the Bible. For them, v'vhat segnésh .otianity
ktake is nothing less than the truth of the Bible an ris

itself,

Conflicting Lenses

Conflict about how to sce and read the Bible is the single great-
est issue dividing Christians in North America today. On f)ne-
side of the divide are fundamentalist and many COHSC[’V‘flth(;l
evangelical Christians. On the other side are modcra'aa-to.—hbill:l
. Christians, mostly in mainline dcnominations..l Separating dt-:
two groups are two very different ways of seeing tbree t.'ogn a
tiona% questions about the Bible: questions about 1ts ongin, its
ity, and its interpretation. . o
aut;gs ltfii'r;t group, who sometimes call themselves Blble-l?ehcxi};g
Christians,” typically see the Bible as the inerrant and infallible
Word of ’God.3 This conviction flows out otli1 theb w;ydﬂlcy ;:Z
ible’s origin: i God, as no other book docs.
the Bible’s otigin: it comes from , 38 10 r bo o
divi it i ? d its divine origin is the basis 0
divine product, it is God’s truth, an : .
its autflority. As a contemporary bump:z;hsttcir bOIdlybg?lt:]f ;’;
) - . . . - ” r may
“ d it. T believe it, that settles it. e sticke
tc? rcl)iri;l Wh(; hold this [;osition, but it was created by an advocate,
t by a critic. . _ _
nOFof these Christians, the Bible is to be interpreted literally, uﬁl
less the language of a particular passage is cflcarly .metaphonF :
From their point of view, allowing nonliteral interpretation .
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opens the door to evading the Bible’s authority and making. it
say what we want it to say. They typically see themselves as taking
the Bible with utmost seriousness and often criticize moderate-
to-liberal Christians for watering it down and avoiding its au-
thority. They also commonly see themselves as affirming “the
old-time religion”—that is, Christianity as it was before the
modern period. In fact, however, as we shall see, their approach
is itself modern, largely the product of a particular form of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century Protestant theology. Moreover,
rather than allowing the Bible its full voice, their approach actu-
ally confines the Bible within a tight theological structure.4

The second group of Christians, most of whom are found in
mainline churches, are less clear about how they 4o sce the Bible
than about how they do noz. They are strongly convinced that
many parts of the Bible cannot be taken literally, cither as histor-
ically factual or as expressing the will of God. Some people who
reach this conclusion leave the church, of course. But many con-
tinue within the church and are seeking a way of seeing the Bible
that moves beyond biblical literalism and makes persuasive and
compelling sense. : ,

Their numbers are growing;® never before has there been so
great an appetite for modern biblical scholarship among main-
line Christians. They are responding strongly and positively to a
more historical and metaphorical reading of the Bible. At the
grass-roots level of mainline churches, a major de-literalization
of the Bible is underway.

Though these Christians know with certainty that they cannot
be biblical literalists, they are less clear about how they do see the
origin and authority of the Bible. They arc often uncertain what
it means to say that the Bible is “the Word of God” or “inspired
by God.” Though they reject grounding the Bible’s authority in
its infallibility, they are unsure what “biblical authority” might
mean. .

Thus it is not surprising that even within mainline denomina-
tions, there is conflict about how to see and read the Bible. At the
national level, most of these denominations have vocal minority
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movements protesting what they perceive to be the loss of bibli-
cal authority. At the local level, some congregations arc sharply
divided about how to see the Bible. The conflict also divides fam-
ilies. Tn many conservative Christian families, one or more mem-
bers have either dropped out of church or become part of a
iiberal church. The reverse is also true: many liberal Christian
families have seen one Or more of their members become conser-
vative Christians. Some families have been able to negotiate this
conflict with grace. But in many, it has been a source of division,
grief, and hand-wringing.

The conflict about the Bible is most publicly visible in discus-
sions; of three issues. First, in some Christian circles, “creation
versus evolution” is the primary Jitmus test of loyalty to the
Bible. The second issue is homosexuality: May practicing gays
and lesbians be full members of the church? May the unions of
gay and lesbian couples be blessed? May gays and lesbians be or-
dained? This debate is often cast in the form of accepting or re-

_ jecting biblical authority.

A third lightning rod for the conflict is' contemporary histori-
cal Jesus scholarship. For the last decade, the quest for the his-
torical Jesus has attracted widespread media attention and public
interest, especially among mainline Christians. But it has gener-
ated a strongly negauve reaction among fundamentalist and
conservative-evangelical Christians. From their point of view,
questioning the historical factuality of the gospels strikes at the
very foundations of Christianity. :

The Roots of the Conflict

The border between fundamentalist and conservative-evangelical
Christians is hard to draw. A fupdamentalist has been defined as
“an evangelical who is angry about something.”é But som¢
conservative-evangelicals are not fundamentalists and have no

interest in defending, for example, the literal factuality of the

Bible’s story of creation of the complete historical accuracy of

all the words attributed to Jesus. But what they share in
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common is an understandin
s 2 nd g of the authority of the Bi
gr;ﬁnjcd in 1ts‘ origin: it is true because it comg from éolcgilblc
. rils a;:;ecrlltahs? itself—whether Christian, Jewish, or Mus
— ern, It is a reaction to mod , ) H
o . . . odern culture.” Christi
Caillyail::iitahsm as an identifiable religious movement origir;lsattlzg
carly n o (;eozwt.:nt‘llﬁth century in the United States, with its im-
 ediate roc s ;;11 the second.half of the nineteenth century.® It
sees in hblh_ty and inerrancy of the Bible in ever .
h;j) ¢ ) CSI')f':C.laﬂ}; against Darwinism and what it called ):‘tflf :
‘.Biil :1; Sc;ét}llc:(sinzic (l;y w(l;ich it meant the scholarly study of th:
‘ velope i ily i i
- ped primarily in Germany in the nincteenth
Th i
Oldcre 1;?ots bof the evangelical understanding of the Bible are
Cenm, g ;1g ack to ';hc Protestant Reformation of ‘thc sixteenth
cen CL}; lIllf: Re.f(?rmati.on replaced the authority of the chu?cth
and alIrlcc:i N‘irad‘mon with the sole anthority of scripture. John
pavinand & :z'mtrlll Iﬂuthcr, the two most important leaders of the
Reforma se,c Ood :Ld ;ftmng sense of biblical authority. But it
. nd and third generation of the Refc o
‘ : - ormati
;:rllz;m_ls rEor ,lihe 1nfalhbl_e truth of the Bible were made a“;llz:rzh Y
tatgcllrzt{) y0(1:;1 d_thg notlt;)ln that the words of the Biblc-werc dﬁy
od and are therefore fi ' ized
by thors et R ree from error—was emphasized
The realizati : '
impoftiiih?§§2 )::Iilﬁt.th:i:se developments are relatively recent is
impo . icit description of the Bibl i
! _ ible as inerrant
::;H aili(l)l'::ledby fundamentalists and some conservativc-cvafgcﬁizl(i
cannot Ygin; :E be the ancient and traditional voice of the
“GOd,S. tmthg ﬁmdament'alism and the notion of the Bible as
(and thus without error) have their roots in an

older, conventional wa ;
T of s : -
most Christians for a lor};g tim f:lﬂg the Bible widely sharcd by

An Older Way of Seeing the Bible

.Ordi i
rdinary people did not read the Bible until relatively recently

Unti]
ntil about five hundred years ago, the Bible could be read only
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by the very few who knew Latin, Greek, or Hebrew and who
had access to handwritten manuscripts, which were expensive 1o
therefore relatively scarce. Two developments
n the middle of the 1400s, the printing press was
ndred years later, largely because of the

the Bible was translated from ancient

produce and
changed this. I
invented. Less than a hu
Protestant Reformation,
ugaered” languages into contemporary languages.

The accessibility of the Bible to anybody who can read has
been a mixed blessing. Positively, it has resulted in a democrati-
zation of Christianity. No longer are the riches of the Bible
known only to an educated clite. But it has also had negative
consequences. IL,has_mad&possi_blc_individua]jstic__intcx;pneta.tion

Jedwith the clevated status given to

of the Bible; and.that, coupled-with the clevated Statis 5=

the Bible by _pih;__l?_rogcstant Reformation, has led to the fragmen-

multitude of denominations and sec-

tatio_r_i__ of Chr_istian_ity into a
tarian movements, each grounded in different interpretations of

the Bible.

Moreover, prior to the invention of the printing press, virtu-
ally nobody had seen the books of the Bible bound together in a
single volume. Rather, the Bible was most commonly expeti-
enced as a collection of separate manuscripts. Indeed, during an-
tiquity and the Middle Ages, the Bible was most often referred
to in the plural as «seriptures”—that is, as a collection of books.
Once the Bible was routinely bound as a single volume, it be-

came casier to think of it as 2 _single book with a,singleauthor

(namely, God).

3
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ism,” a modern .

—— orm of literalism tha :

problems po e . at has become awar

8 ncvcrmlglcsszdl Ob}‘r;h literal reading of the Bible but insists u;oorf
. ’ ercas natural literalism i

-scious i ; . ralism is effortle }

belicvin testi‘h sm is. effortful. It requires “faith,” underssts, ‘(3101'1

et ug l.ngs he_lrd to believe, But natural li';eralism 1 ood-as

and i pon iteral interpretation. Rather, it takes it f; oo ne
. it does not require “faith” to do so > it for granted,
‘undamentali :

ists. But their o :tsoind .manY eva.lngclicals arc conscious literal-

y of seeing the Bible stands in considerable con

© tinuity with th i i
ty e natural literalism of past centuries. Seeing the

Bible through the lens €ads readers to the
: es of natural literalism lead d th
following conclusions about the Bible’s origin auillorityrsa;d in
b b n-

terpretation—conclusi
: clusions that i
literalism: are similar to those of conscious

i fif::;: Tl;fllz B.lblc is a divine product. Such is the natural or
by Christians tiﬂ;lng of how the Bible has been spoken about
- God, inspired b ough the centurics. The Bible is the Word of

Biblc, o tﬁ 11: nOty tgc Holy Spirit; it is sacred scripture The.
a numan ’ -

way no other book does. product, but comes from God in a -

2‘ A . . . * ‘
Uumuztgfz@.t;lf hcf Bible is therefore true and authoritative. Th
s pm:fl ority of thf: .Biblc are grounded in its origin‘ As z
ct, it has a divine guarantee to be true and rm;st b
‘ ¢

taken seriousl i
y as the ultimate authori
and how to live. ority about what to believe

Il Since then and until recently, the majority of Christians {cspe-
il cially Protestants) shared in common 3 set of lenses for seeing
il and reading the Bible. Indeed, this way of seeing was SO wide-
' spread that most Christians were not even aware of the lenses.

This older way of secing the Bible has been called “patural Jit-
eralism.” In a state of natural literalism, the Bible is read and ac-
“Cepted literally without effort. Because someonc in this state has
no reason to think differently, a literal reading of the Bible poses

no problems.
Natural lite

3. . . . -
5 isiZzzir;szrzz.ﬁThe ].31blc. is historically and factually true. In
Bble s o teralism, it is taken for granted that what ‘the
e sy m[ipeilledl veally happened. The only éxceptions are
- man hangc/is ;i :lll) .on:al Ianguag'c, such as “mountains clapping
s vk joy.” Natural literalists can recognize and ap-
Preciate » thft Er. But wh.cn the Bible seems to be reportin
et ,iity " ;ip}cg?;:; ;’;ﬁappcned. Morcover, bch'evingii
: -llterallism, there is no reason tzsbzchifc:ttl::wis:tate o nad

ralism is quite different from “conscious lite&a_lj

e




FOUNDATIONS
10 |
i i the Bible this
f this book will not se€ :

ough most readers o 1l e - ol
Ththcgperspcctivc is nevertheless familiar. Its. famﬂlailltywmﬁn
o rt from the conventional status it held untl rccenﬂyns thin
1(rllhp'astiamity Most of our ancestors two or three gcn;:;a o s

CE:’, natural literalists. For those of us who are older, p

w

cven Our parents were.

Many of us grew up 1m
me. As a child growing up
the previous century, T hear

i iti i for
mersed in this tradition. So it .Was
ina Lutheran church in the middie odf
d the Bible spoken of as “the Wor

f God.” It was thus.obvious that 1 should take'it ser_iousli')lz.c o
0 I OS{J,nday school, we were cxpectcd to memorize € I
C'o;llmandmcnts. They were important bccauz; t}ll:};O\:eS -

i thus God’s laws. We sang “cs : ,
ttkkl; ];ﬂlalcof;’d “;‘;f; how did we know? Because “the Rible tells
s T know”— :

me s0.” .
In common with mo

the Bible as the sole auth

ot Protestants, we Lutherans thought Qf

ority for faith and morals. Though‘ 1 did

sprur— - scripture

' Latin phrase then, sola scrip _

I:l()t 13l—c}—‘\ﬁrvasth(;‘:ne.of thg battle cries of the Pmtesta\ntf]?\(-:‘fc::gﬁit1

ti(())ECTo the same melody as the great hymn of the Retorm )
«A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” we sang:

God’s Word is our great heritage,
And shall be ours forever;
To spread its light from age to ag¢
Shall be our chief endeavor.
Through life it guides our way,
In death it is our stay; -
Lord grant, while worlds endure,
We keep its teachings pure,
Throughout all generaions.
: | )
My family and congregation were not ﬁmcéam;ntahsts. Rathe
iterali h we favored what
re natural literalists, thoug red
‘2’; ﬁwﬁtcralism.” We did not, for example, insist upon re
“ Genesis stories of creation literally.

we might call
ading the :
It was fine to see the six days
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of creation as six geological epochs. We did not have to deny the
existence of dinosaurs or the fossil record. o
But as “soft literalists,” we took it for granted that the most
important events in the Bible happened pretty much as they are
reported. That at the time of the exodus the sea really did part to
allow the ancient Hebrews to pass through. That Jesus really was
born of a virgin, really did walk on the water, really did multiply
Ef‘loaves, and so forth. This is what I mean by “soft literalism”: tak-
‘ing it for granted that the most central events reported in the
'Bible really happened. -
This older way of seeing the Bible went with an older way of
- seeing Christianity. The reason for the connection is obvious: the
Bible has been foundational for Christianity throughout the cen-

turies. How one sees the Bible and how one sees Christianity go
3 hand in hand. ‘ '

An Older Way of Seeing Christianity |

, This older understanding of Christianity was conventional Chris-
SN tianity as recently as a century ago. Tt is still the common under-
standing among fundamentalist and many conservative Christians.
I will describe it with six adjectives, explaining each briefly.
First, as already mentioned, this older way of seeing Christian-
ity was lizeralistic (whether in harder or softer form).
Second, it was doctrinal. Being a Christian meant believing
~ Christianity’s central doctrinal teachings. In churches that used
either the Apostles’ Creed or the Nicene Creed regularly, you
were a “real” Christian if you could say the creed without cross-
. ing your fingers or becoming silent during any of the phrases.
Third, it was quite moralistic. By this I mean two things. First,
being a Christian meant trying to be good, and being good
- meant trying to live in accord with the ethical teachings of the
~-Bible, understood as “God’s law” (whether understood as a nar-
row and highly specific code of righteousness or, more broadly,

as general principles such as the golden rule or loving one’s
neighbor as onesclf). ’




I oy b i e T

12 FOUNDATION.'S

alism seen in the older way of look-
ing at Christianity grew out of the fact that we are not very good
at being good. This older way of being Christian was centered
on the dynamic of sin, guilt, and forgiveness. Indeed, it is strik-
ing how central sin and forgiveness are to this older, conven-
tional version of Christianity. Most Christian worship setvices
include a confession of sin, and most celebrations of the eu-
charist (also known as the mass, the Lord’s supper, of commil-
nion) have sin, sacrifice, and forgiveness at their center. Even
quite liberal churches emphasize sin and forgiveness. 1 was struck
by this at a recent week-long conference in 2 liberal Christan
sctting. Each morning’s worship service began with a confession
of sin. I thought to myself, “It’s nine o’clock in the morning,
and we’ve alrcady been bad.” '

Fourth, this older way of seeing Christianity was pﬂgwiwchal.

It not only used predominanrly masculine language for God and
people, but also Jegitimated male-dominated hierarchies in

church, society, and family.
Fifth, it was exclusivistic. In hard form, Christian exclusivism is

 the insistence that Jesus is the only way of salvation and Chris-
" tianity the only true religion. There is also a softer form held by
Christians who fecl uncomfortable wi
Jetting go of the (raditional stance might be un-Christian.
Sixth and finally, this older way of sceing Christianity was

%'wfteﬂife-om'mted. In the Christianity I learned as a child, the
\i‘primary meaning of salvation was “going to heaven.” Indeed,
| heaven was SO central that if you had been able to convince me at
légc twelve or so that there was no afterlife, T would have had ab-

‘golutely no idea why 1 should be a Christian. Heaven was what it

was all about.
Cumulatively, to put

The second aspect of mOT

this older understanding into 2 single

sentence: “Bea Christian now for +he sake of salvation later.” To
ame notion in only slightly different words: “Believe
ake of heaven later.” And the em-

clieving all of this to be true.

express the s
in Christianity now for the s
phasis was ot “pelieving”™—b
But this way of seeing

th this claim but fear that ,

the Bible and Christianity has come un- .
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done fo jori i
done nl; tél; Hrlnaj(l);l!g of people in Western culture. The natural
preraiem of my childhood could not endure, just as the natural
atsratem of ost of our ancestors has largely disappeared. Co
frcious. sm, of course, remains. But for many of us, i i not
in option, nany of us, It is not
, 1t is important to note that thi isi -
| Is It to s older vision i :
:;p;dngogﬁih Cclglstlamt).r by both Christians and r?o?lf-tglllrsi:teiznass
o pamsnies (vho defend 1) and el vho -
e us ay o § ng the Bible and Christianity i
o Wa?l;?s:;l:p tr;clhtlon.. ‘Rather, it is a historically co:zydf
been shanad b thmg. ¢ tradition {including the Bible} that has
| ooen shap y the circumstances of the past few centuries. Th
e is not whether to keep or abandon the Christia.n"tradliS

« tion, but a iti
, transition from one way of seeing it to another. The

h
;

1 Bible and the Christian tradition as 2 whole

i

Seeing Again: Our Cultural Context

Why has thi i o
v gcr :1:31;1;‘12 :)#c;i];r v\crlay t?lf seeing and reading the Bible ceased to
_ ? Why do the older lenses no lon i
int*llalry gason: who we have become. By “we,” %cr::eva(ﬁ‘ s o
Cenlﬁi- erIn Westcrn culture at the bcginm'n,g of the t\r;lvl: | oiflrus
centus y:rh mﬂhdcscnbe who we have become with fourxl'qs: g
. Ihough not a comprehensive description of who we 2:;-

" these s
BBl gl:iefm?nt? name four factors that affect the way we
: » Christianity, and religion more broadly y we see the

Ivf;fligious Pluralism

We are ¥ 3

reﬁgion:m?g?: 3{; relé‘ﬁrwm pluralism. We are aware of the world’s

bt b < gcn at most people have not been for most of

huma religions, gven as recently as a century ago. We know about

collegs g oo rying degrees and in a variety of ways: from

et Sel‘iﬁsurselsl, or from our own reading, or from pub-
eevision & .s;c as those featuring Joseph Campbell and

_ , or from personal acquaintance with people of



FDU_NDATIONS
. i ingly global
ther traditions. This is simply part of our increasingly g
other . |
' jvistic clai Christian
s m of us find the exclusivistic claims of the B
an siv e
‘ Th\'ls e ible to accept. This 15 $0 for both ¢ *
o e Cbristi theological reasons. Does it make sen]l
' d Christian thco : ik e
“‘ har che a[:feator of the whole universe w0uld. be llcln ninory
EE oo rhfi? us tradidon, which (fortunately) just happens.
(- one religio "
Lour OWn? o
" Moreover, such a clam‘l is
trality of grace in the Christian
be in right relation: od,
definition, then, even .thoug ma
re no longer talking about grace.

o

difficult to reconcile with the cc'n-
radition. If one must be a Chris-

ship with God, then there is a

fian in order to e e o2

requirement. By
Janguage of grace, wea

Historical and Cultural Relativity iiviy T only gty
We are awave of pistovical amd cultural vele . |

istori d culrural condi-
about historical and cu !
diffe.rcnt words, “;; ﬁoﬁm how people think is Pewa{:lv:(lz
jciomng. b i and place in which they live, as well as by
ishaped by the me 1 o
N mic class. _ o other
cial agd CCOEZS not only to people in earlier times a: L
This app .. Our concepts, images, language, "
also to 1% ht processes themselves—are a
They are all conditioned 2‘3; and
i iz . We are
e to the time and place in which thﬁ)f Orlglglfg beolute
f;lanzispicious that any collection of teaCh'm'il Sc o erpts (0
o i are suspicl
only truth, just as we ‘ e te.
t:-ruth iraiihmg from this category (such as the Bible
éxem NS
ligioui teachings of our own tradition)

laces, but
Edgc, beliefs—ecven our thoug

profoundly shaped by culture.

Modernity : _
We ave modern people. BY this 1 }nc mply 2
period of Western cultural history

Modernity is the cultural
enment of the seventecn

i non, o
ent. Modernity is 2 complex phenomenon,

impl that we live in that’
e now s “modernity.’
mind-set that began with the Enlight-

f ] -
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impressive achievements and important limitations. For our pur-
poses, I will mention two of its most central features, both
closely connected to each other.
;  First, modernity is characterized by scientific ways of knowing,.
-Indeed, the birth of modern science is the birth of modernity.
;_f With modern science came a new epistemology (or theory of
' how we know): unlike people of earlier eras, we know something
' to be true today through experimentation and verification.
Second, modernity is marked by what is sometimes called “the
modern worldview” or “the Newtonian worldview.” A world-
view is an image of reality—an understanding of what is real and
what is possible. The modern worldview is based on scientific
.ways of knowing: what is real ‘is that which can be known
%Sthrough the methods of science. Epistemology (
‘has become ontology (what is real).
" The modern wortldview yields a material understanding of real-
= ity. What is real is the space-time world of matter and energy. Real-
. ity is made up of tiny bits and pieces of “stuff” ali of them
interacting with each other in accord with “natoral laws.” The re-
sult is a picture of the universe as a closed system of cause and ef-
fect. Although this worldview has already Been superseded in
- theoretical physics, it continues to operate powerfully in our minds.
Modernity has produced much of great value. Its most obvi-
ous accomplishments are in the sciences, technology, and medi-
cine. But its achievements extend beyond those realms into
systems of government, human rights, the study of the past, the
cmpathetic awareness of other cultures, and on and on. I am
very appreciative of modernity, even as I now mention two of its
.deeply destructive effects upon religion in general and Christian-
ity and the Bible in particular.
The first of these effects: modernity has made us_skeptical
“about spiritual reality. Modernity’s material understanding of re-
- ality has made the reality of God problematic for many of us. It is
.10 accident that “death of God” theology emerged in the mod-

ern period. It is the logical outcome of absolutizing the modern
orldview.

how we know) “3_

¥
o
3
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Second, modernity has led us to be pied..wi-th«-factual-
clent = Te and historically reliable facts. In-

1t3£:—w'1th5 1e0 Fr‘q“xj verl
dern Western culture
history that has identified truth

is the only culture in human

with factuality,,,mﬂ_g;g_jfgg_tmﬁghr}:
7 scientifically or historically fac-

damentalists™ if 3 SEAtEERLISA
= Within the chrch,
;liberals are often fact
imust be factually true in order
'phasize the literal and historic

lacter have t€
1 few facts from the fire.

have agr
The modern preocct
and distorting effect on how
During most of the nineteen
Christians and mu
rween the two sterl
form) and reductionism. The
accuracy and uniquencss
ond tended_to reduce the
~ sense within the mox
ern positions.

A further result: Christianity
dynamic of believi

le, believing “iffy” claims to
£ Christian faith. It is a

preoccupicd with the
many peop
tral meaning ©
God most wants from us is
ments to be factually true.
one doesn’t have faith an
The thoroughly modern

be seen by comparing what
Ages. During those centu
culture thought the Bible
think otherwise; the
end of the world were par

4 oth biblical fundam
fundamentalists. For

nded to follow a diffe
But fun
eed: facts are what matter.

pation with
we s¢
th and twentieth centuries, many

¢h of Christi
le choices of literalism (

And if one can’t
disn’ta Christian.

ries, basically every

entalists and Christian
the former, the Bible
to be true at all (hence they em-

al factuality of biblical texts). The

rent strategy, seeking to rescuc
damentalists and liberals alike

factuality has had a pervasive
¢ the Bible and Christianity.

an theology were caught be-
in harder or softer

first sought to defend the faceual

of the Bible and Christianity. The sec-
Bible and Christian
dern worldview. Both are

ity_to what made
thoroughly mod-

in the modern period became
ing or not believing. For

n odd notion—as if what

believing highly problematic state-
believe them, then

character of this notion of faith can
faith meant in the Christian Middle
body in Christian
to be true. They had no reason to

t of the conventional wisdom of the

be true became the cen-

Rible’s stories from creation through the

.

the Bible to be true.12

PdStlnodcrnity

We live on the b
oundary of postm ; '
A odernity. We :
ern people: g ty. We are not
pcrig q gf > Llli adacillﬂf)n, we are living in the borderl;rllrcrill:)l}r o
that new PEriol:; h history. The central and defining féatﬁa e of
what to call it yet:wltilnot yet become clear, so we do not Il.flio‘\)af
. Hence we si :
what comes next. simply call it postmodernivy: it is
Tike moderni | |
Lomenomn h;;?t}’, postmodernity is a large and complex ph
dead t‘,nds.. Thu‘:OIV;f;[ lsornc: postmodern movements stfike rrll)e Z—
not attempt a comprehensive descriptios

1 e .
' ch%%%erfg_gs of primary importance for our pur
'_\Eﬁw“i:s, ngt;noc}ermty is marked by the rcali‘zatilz)(:ihs.af

by Theifn\ c};zr;uraliyl co.ndn'_'ioned, relative historical co?sﬁlljr—
o re'\:;r.or dview is not the final word about rea.licn
any more than gﬁdalolﬁl WC;‘ldVlCVV.S have been. Postmodcrnig
e o a}; the ; ewtonllan wofldview will seem as
ooy aic as de tolemaic . worldview, a de\}clopmént
(..-Sgggﬁa postmOderrt? among theoretical physicists.
(Second) &aditionalnigi is marked: by a turn to experience. In a
e cond 0 tost gha h.gxous teachings have become suspect
e tepdto st W .1ch can be known_in our own ex 1.
e interesto. expetience is seen in the remarkable rg:ﬂ-
; Do e t;ri stimtuahty within mainline churches a:;i

e o nsl ¢ experiential dimension of religion
= Sl thetf i mz_?rkcd by a movement bejrdrid' fact
W ?j:non th.at stories can be true without
= et thzgfct;lg.’Thls dcvejlopment is reflected in
oo o) e gy’s emphasis on metaphorical the-
o of o at has often been forgotten during the
b profound) o Tl c’Eaphors and metaphorical narrative
ofoundly true even if they are not literally or factually Str(::

with_one’ i i
one’s relationship to God, not with whether one th
ought
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s central for the way of seeing and reading the

ing in this book.

Bibk? thae L il beﬁsz ?:;gnfel, tt)urfebof the impérat'ive n;elc'lls) (;f
G“_’Cn' "Vho W:isioning of the Bible and Christianity. I deli uti:Sh |
o yphenats the word “re-vision” in ord‘_:r‘ to” dls?tlkllgut .
o hythﬂfmm a.common meaning of “revision (v§z1 o N

Khafll f)nf%f; cr)?'tcn use the latter word to describe the 1mpro
yphen).

P
. Y

But that is not w.haE,I mean. i ‘
ce-vision mecans “to sc¢ again. lele c?l]];:m e
Raﬂ:‘cr’ _tO ain” also reminds us that the older 10 o
P Sﬁffiﬂ_g agt “yraditional Christianity” but '“"as an e;‘r is
e wecin r’iﬁc Bible and the Christian tradition. EV ate l:11_
Waydocfi :ﬁe:)r:i time is a way of se¢ing the Bible that takes s
neede
ously th

hich we differ
from our ancestors. 4 reading the Bible thaf I describe in the

This realization i

o W
¢ important and legitimate ways 10l
The way of seeing an

being Christian that has very

i k leads to a wa of 1 has Yo

iest: Of théi;ti:f)i?h believing. Instead, what mghcplteirieﬁ}s; ching
S i f the Christia .

i : tal understanding of the LATE .
uonfﬂ .and %[acrw?;ln:guc, is not about behe_vmg in the;1 ilb;; ;);
Sl?cf::l Zréiieving in Christianity. Rather; 1L 15 about a aeep

. . . - thin
lationship with the God to whom the Bible points, hvcd wi
relatio

<

1. Ihc p()l[lt 18 Inade m a rem k 1 Ave hca.td
AT h
GOH[CS allthor ()f a recent bCSt‘SCl]_Ulg bOOk On the Blblﬁ, Mﬂ (;ﬂﬂd Bﬂok
3

- » 5
C 11l

New YOrk N‘l“laﬂl hiorlow 1996). BCCaIlSC 1 am un ertain (lf Gomes

(Cxact Wotds, I dO not use qu()tatlon ma!ks, bu.t thc glst Of the Statﬁinﬁnt 15

attributed secondhand to Peter
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the Bible, see Gabriel Fackre, “Evangelical Hermeneutics: Commonality
and Diversity,” Interpretation 43 (1989), pp. 117-29.

4. See L. William Countryman, Biblical Authority or Biblical Tyvanny? (Harris-
burg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1994), pp. ix-x: “These Christians
imagine that the nature of biblical authority is perfectly clear; they often
speak of Scripture as inerrant. In fact, however, they have tacitly abandoned
the authority of Scripture in favor of a conservative Protestant theology
shaped largely in the nineteenth century. This fundamentalist theology they
buttress with strings of quotations to give it a biblical flavor, but it predeter-
mines their reading of Scripture so thoroughly that one cannot speak of the
Bible as having any independent voice in their churches,” Countryman’s
book as a whole is strongly recommended.,

5.1 do not mean that the number of mainline Christians is increasing. As vir-
tually everybody knows, membership in mainline churches has declined
sharply over the last forty years. Among the reasons: when there was a cul-
tural expectation that everybody would belong to a church, mainline de-
nomirations did very well, for they provided a safe and culturally
respectable way of being: Christian. Once the cultural expecration disap-
peared (as it did in the final third of the twentieth century), membership in
those denominations decfined. But among those in mainline churches, the
appetite for modern biblical scholarship is remarkable,

6. Attributed to Jerry Falwell by George M. Marsden, Understanding Funda-
mentalism and Epangelicaliom (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), p. 1.
Marsden himself expands the definition slightly: “[A]n American fundamen-
talist is an evangelical who is militant in opposition to liberal theology in the
churches or to changes in cultural values and mores.” Marsden affirms that
“fundamentalists are a subtype of evangelicals,” For American fundamental-
ism and its relation to evangelicalism, see also Marsden’s Fundamentalism
and Amevican Cuitwre (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1980}. Both books
strike me as particularly illuminating and fair.

7. See the important new study of Christian, Jewish, and Muskim fundamental-
ism (all understood as reactions to modern culture) by Karen Armstrong,
The Battle for God (New York: Knopf, 2000).

8. See the books by Marsden cited in note 6. The origin of a movement explic- -
itly known as “Fundamentalism” is usually traced to the publication be-

tween 1910 and 1915 of twelve paperback volumes known as “The
Fundamentals.”

" 9.8ee the very helpful and interesting article on “Scriptural Authority”

in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, cd. David Noel Freedman (New York:

l‘_hls. Has thC Blble bCCOInC a hlnd.ran(:c (s] thc PIOC].a[nathﬂ 0{ t}'le g()SPCL
. 5

Protestant

inati - clude ‘most of the older -St

2. Mainline Protestant denominations include ! usech, the Unite 4
churches: the Unite

Chureh of Christ, the Episcop e o
ist Church ?hc Presbyterian Church US4, thE Eﬁiﬁfghéhmh Do
Mﬂthogl_s'i Amcrica’ {the largest Lutheran body), thteh crsr
gg;rcsc} g‘merica.n Baptists, Quakers, and some o .

On the Bible, the
i inli t churches
.. Church has more in common with mainline Protestan _
Ct;?th(\)wl}iihcﬁzcriamentalist and conservative-cvange
an

3. E()r an Hllp()f tant €ssay on VaIlathIlS Wlthlﬂ conser vatve

Doubleday, 1992), vol. 5, pp. 1017-56. The article is written by a num- i
ber of authors. j

On page 1034, Donald K. McKim notes that the second- and third- !
generation Reformers affirmed “plenary inspiration,” the notion that the 1
Bible was directly inspired by God, “. . . in essence a ‘dictation’ theory of in-
spiration,” Roughly a hundred years after Luther, the Lutheran Johann
Quenstedt (1617-88) wrote that the books of the Bible “. . . in their origi-
nal text are the infallible truth and are free from every error. . . . [EJach and

attitudes toward -




20 FOUNDATIONS
every thing presented o us in Scripture is absolutely true whether it pertains
o doctrine, ethics, history, chronology, topography,” and so forth.
On page 1035, Henning Graf Reventlow notes that this was a significant
change from Luther: «[Wheteas for Luther the Bible becomes the living- .
word of God in being preached and heard, in the orthodox systems Scrip- “ T —
care in its written form i identificd with revelation.” : '
10. For nataral literalism and the distincdon between it 4nd conscious literalism, - . 2
see Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), chap. :

3, esp- pp- 51-53. .

11. I owe this very useful phrase o Tuston Smith, “Jesus and the World’s Reli- - -

gions” in fesus at 2000, ed. Marcus Borg (Boulder: Westview, 1997), Pp- i R d .

116-17. In his Forgorten Truth {San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1976, : eqadin g l_en ses:
1992), especially the first chapter, Smith speaks of modernity as marked by : .

scientism, which be carefinlly distinguishes from science. Scientism affirms : .

that only that which can be known by science is real, To which I would add - The B | b l e g d G

that modernity is also marked by historicism: historicism affirms that only n Od
that which is historically factual matters, Both petspectives arc serious mis- : :

takes. |

12. For this and othet meanings of faith, sce my The God We Never Knew (San L

Francisco: HarpchanFrancisco, 1997), pp- 168-71. S
. b
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By Chuisti .

é .

};&;ﬁfi ristians have always affi i

. g&%& tween the Bible and 3(r}od FmCd e rC'Ia.UOHShip be
> close connection betw ’ Justilas ey oS affim 2
. . ecen the sacred and i

script N

.andprzzceﬁl.l gInthtf:‘,u;s3 i?Dtiaptcr, I begin to describe a rsvayﬂ:)?rsegfnl;

1 e again by focusi

o : | by focusing on h i

mf,s:j:;ﬁ;%hg bt?tween the Bible and God.0 ‘;’0‘;’: in 1Sht e

_ ; : the Bible as a human response to God tht(: E])Slicbslcarc

, as

sacred scripture, the Bibl
i b, e GOd.c as sacrament of the sacred, and the

e Bible as Human Response to God

11

ad W 1t § ivi

hrou,
o égl]; ittl,}z il;:nses of nat.m:'a[ literalism and its modern desce
_ seen as a divine product (as already emphasizedr;-
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Th.e inspin_ratiop. of scripture is upderstood: to mean that G'gd 'A /their_perceptions of the human conditi 2
guided thtt:h Wnnurig of tkllc Bible, glrecrlé c();' indirectly. What scrip- ; erance, their religioﬁswaﬁd etlﬁé):ll tlon:and.thc..pati‘ls.rof.dcliv-
ture says, then, ulimate comes from oa. : e T N T R A ract i
';h Yal, X f s, the Bibl hu d : Staﬂ(ihng of what faithfulness to GOdp-" ctices, and. their under-
¢ alternative, of course, is to see the o1 e as 2 human prod- U these two communitics. the Bible .involves. As the product of
uct—the product of twWo ancient communities, This is the lens ‘ saw things. not abou s, the Bible thus. tells us about how L
o e G e 2 things, not sbout how Gl el Trgs

__ throu h which, L.see scriptare. The Hebrew Bible (the Christian
Old Testament) is the product of ancient Israel. The New Testa- The Di

L iffere .

m.ent is th": product of the carly Christian movement. ,What the : The justiﬁcat{g:s ?OTSESESP:EH\; on the Bible Makes
____Bible says.ls the words of those commumt_les,'n_gg__God § word_S_:_ 1 compelling, and the cas hg ¢ Bible as a human product are
To sce the Bible as a human product does not in any way deny® | . basically, it’sccms - ‘m: tt?ast bﬁcrl1 madcdby many writers.2 Most

: ’ a close and careful readin

g of the

the reality of God. Indecd, on¢ of the central premises of this Bible makes it impossibl :
book is that God is real and can be experienced.t T have put that 3 or indirectl ¢ to think that what it says comes directl
e e how. At the risk of repetition, © that | r indirectly from God. So, rather than maki ectly
as simply as ow how. At the risk 0 repetition, [ mean that Bible is a human product i " making the case that the
G ,(or‘ “the s?.crcd” or .“Spmt,” terms that T use synony- |- ference that these two Wa, ‘? (.)ffer five illustrations of the dif-
mously) is a reality known i t'mman experience, and_ notsimply f- The first Mluseation is };s ;O]s:eel;.g and %‘eadin‘g the Bible make.
ection. Of course,,__\yp_g_tw___w____,_y_qcvcr we .., radio. One night T was listeningY.to :(Z:iftilrrlns?olwlstes . glhfiStian
: ) about the Bible

__a human_creation or projectios: .
~ about the sact d is a human creagon. We cannot talk about God

“"{or anything else) except with the words, symbols, stories, con-

cepts, and categories known 1o Us, for they are the only language

we have. Nevertheless, we also have experiences of “the holy,”

“the numinous,” “the sacred.” These experiences g0 beyond our

Janguage, shatter it, and rélativize it. I am convinced that the 3

__Bible like 8 literature _generally, originates in such experi-

ences. T am also convinced that the Bible (like everything else ex-

) pressegm_jﬁ,avhumame@ﬁmuamn. T

There is a third way of secing the relationship between God

and the writing of the Bible: there is no relationship, for there is

no God. For this position, the Bible is.of course a human prod-

uct, but it has no religions significance beyond what it tells us -

about what these ancient people mistakenly thought. This is not
how 1 see scripture.

I sce the Bible-as-a human response to God. Rather_than see-

| ing God as scripture’s altimate-author; 1 see the Bible as the re-

i sponse of these tWo ancient communities to their experience O

and ethical i
and ethica) fel?:t;l::s';n rGesponse to a listener’s phoene call, the
, what God says about that,” 5
postsac : at,” and then quoted
Waps ) bgit Sf:;[:; :ilebBliﬁe }(lone that happened to be from lglaul) I
y the host’s leap from G i .

B : ! od to scripture

wr émmcdlately ynderstood it. After all, the host sa\[:f Wh;te ‘;ﬂ
: sa i '

i, }};si sfec;nugf .from God. But the difference between sc:t:c

] a divine product and seeing i -

: a divin ing it as a hu - ‘
uct is apparent in this illustration: Does a passage fro malil e Qk/ |
us l\v;hat God says or how Paul saw things? i ¥
- .anlony ;::c;nd 1llustratic_>n concerns the Genesis stories of cre |

_ Gad)s. Stor‘e see the B‘lble as a divine product, then these are
Gurls sto ies of creation. As God’s stories, they cannot b
e ; , ot be
'-attracid t\:)fesgo vit;ly far down this road, we may find ourselves
_ cientific creationism (the

cted. : ttempt to sh

_certain ki “ ol rending of Geness).
corwain er:;i ollj sc1cn§e” supports a literal reading of Genesis)
) y even become involved in conflicts about whether Gcnc—'

is should be taugh i
3 ght alo T
»public schools. ngside evolution in biology courses in

 God. As such, it contains their storics of God, their pere tions " But if we see the Bibl
; : it contains TAEI 2ot mtn= neir pertths— c :
d praise O God pening chapt ible as a human product, then we read the
_ pters of Genesis not as God’s account of creation

i . .
' of God’s character and will, their prayers to and p :

ity
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of creation. Like most ancient cul-
If we ask, “What are the chances
ation contain scientifically accu-

but as ancient Israel’s stories
tures, Isracl had such stories.

" that ancient Israel’s stories of cte
rate information?” the answer would be; “About zero.” And if

they did, it would be sheer coincidence. Having said that,
though, let m¢ add that T think Israel’s creation stories are pro-
foundly true—but true as metaphorical or symbolic narratives,

not as literally factual accounts.?
My third illustration concern

think of the Bible as a divine pro
are God’s laws. To illustrate with a contemporary Christian con-
troversy, the single law in the Hebrew Bible prohibiting homo:
| K j . Dsasisimarssnmermiaee:
sexual behavior between men 18 found in Leviticus: “You shall

Ll ot lic with a male as with 2 woman; it is an abomination,” The _
il al th) is f hapters later.*

I wmggﬂqﬂg;deg 1.is found two chapters jater

i 1f we sce the Bible as a divine product, then this is one of
God’s laws. The ethical question then becomes, “How can one
justify setting aside one of the laws of God:™ This is, of course,

how fundamentalist and many conservative Christians sec the

it issue.
i | But if we sec the B

the Hebrew Bible arc ancient
of homosexual b ior te s that such behavior was consid-
DENAVIOL M e

ered unacceptable in ancient Isracl. The ethical question then
il | s, “What would be the Justification for continuing to see
b | homosexual behavior as ancient Israel did?” -
e question becomes even MOIC Teate when we realize that
this law is embedded in 2 collection of laws that, among other
things, prohibit planting two kinds of seed in the same field and
wearing garments made of two kinds of cloth.5 We do not worry
' about these matters; most of us wear clothing made of blends
without giving it a second thought. We readily recognize some

| \%I of these prohibitions as the laws of an ancient culture that we are
not bound to follow. Why, then, should we single out some as

| “the laws of God™?
Ry fourth illustration is a Strange lit

¢ the laws of the Bible. If we
duct, then the laws of the Bible

ible as 2 human product, then the laws of

e

{Je story in Exodus involv-

Tsrael’s laws, and. the prohibitien. .

Reading Lenses: The Bible and God /
25

i:ag Né;)s;zs, Zipporah (his wife), and their son.8 They are on thei
Vi ())fse ck t;o Egypt, in obedience to God’s commissionin ;'
, S e}ils e liberator of Israel. We are told, “On the wa S
El' uc?n W f,:,I'C t!:lcy spent the night, the LORD met him and l:rsif;::ilttal
Moscs?lf.cétz‘:?gfgh ;hen circumcises their son and touchc(;
s’ feet wi e foreskin. The result: i
thc;fdmne intent to kill Moses vanishes t God fets bim aloncs
“Wh;nf; (s)c:l cll:llé F;lible as a di‘vinc product, the question becomes
vy oul b0 want to kllll Moses—especially since Moses has’
been chos ST;’ God a'nd is Floing what God has commanded
bim 1o ¢ 1 € question is impossible to answer. It suggests a
e “Gg (3; capricious and malevolent God. Appealing to the £
iar “God’s ways are not o ? i "
eouate s ur ways” seems like a dodge, not an
. Eii if we see the Bib%c as a human product, we realize that thi
- ory told by ancient Israel. The question then becom S
1 y would Israel tell this story?” The answer may still n T:)S’
(c:i ;::;rl (pltc:%un)lal;ly it has something to do with the importanc:;: ?
: mcision), but at least we are n i i .
seeing it as a true story about God. o Jet with the dilemma of
th?;flaise the Previous three illustrations have been taken from
the 1 ?r l-IJ:CW Bible, I conclude with one from the New Testa
. The passage is from I Timothy, a | i |
but almost certainly not written by hirr,naJ cueer urbuted to Pa

Women should dress themselves modestly and decently in sui
* able clothing, not with their hair braided, or Withn y1(111n Smt"
- pearls, or expensive clothes, but with goc;d worlks ga(;i ,
proper for women who profess reverence for God’ Le: a
) woman learn in silence with full submission. I pcr;nit no
E;c;mafi to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to
Waspnscl, te(r;;: 232 Cll’xclljar? tWhas. formed first, then Eve; and Adam
, but the woman i
a trar.1$grcssor. Yet she will be s:wc:;V :;riic;lllvzﬁﬂa;lg be:came
. provided they continue in faith and love and holi s, win
P s oliness, with
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This is an extraordinary passage. Not only are women not to

teach or have authority over mei, but they are not to braid their
hair or wear pearls or gold or expensive clothes. Furthermore,
they are held responsible for the origin of sin in the world: it was
the woman who was deceived, not the man. The “good news” is
that women can be saved—through childbearing.

If the Rible is scen as 2 divine product, then these are God’s
restrictions on the behavior and roles of women. Indeed, for
those Protestant churches that continue to prohibit the ordina-
Gon of women, this is the way the passage is seeh (even though

the other restrictions are commonly ignored).® For them, the or-

dination of women is against “God’s Word.”

However, if the Bible is seen as a human product, then this
passage t_gl}ﬂﬁ_&h@ﬂow an early Christian _author—a man—
___saw things. As just mentioned, Paul almost certainly did not

wiite thesé words. The author is commonly seen as 2 second- or
| third-generation follower of Paul writing in his name. But it is
" equally possible that the author is not a follower of Paul, but a
«eorrector” seeking to negate the remarkable gender egalitarian-

ism of the early Christian movement. When the Bible is seen as a
human product, the contrast between this text and other texts in
it L A B L D

1.the New Testament requires that We recognize, more than onc

M\_{oicg_i._r‘};‘a{]g/ghﬁsﬂanity speaking about the role of women and
“that we seek to discern which voice to honor.
" Thus much is at stake in whether we sce the Bible as a human
or a divine product. When we are not completely clear and can-
did about the Bible being a human and not 2 divine product, we

create the possibility of enormous confusion.

20 e mn g

Why Our Perspective Needs to Be Either-Or
To anticipate a possible objection: Why sce the question as an
cither-or choice? Why not s€¢ the Bible as both divine and

human? In my experience, affirming that it is both only com-

pounds the confusion.
When the Bible is
two options. Ong is to say

seen as both divine and human, we have
that it is @il divine and all human. -
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That may sound good, but i i
hat : » but i leaves us with the di
pegrienczi;’ z;;ﬁt;e 2;'.1 dntflllne r.cvel?tion. More typizgl}lr;l?nofnt;e:;:
A tg S:t e Bible 1S'b0th divine and human leads
ot o -parate the divine parts from the human
D toducs The e thlt comes from God and some is a human
D et the ot at come from God are then given author-
o, and the © normzlrf n;l)t. But the parts that we think come
o e ot y the parts we sce as important, and thus
we simply confer Vmeﬁauthonty on what matters to us, whether
To use an exam slo'r oo isti ’
o g an exam 1113 n(; most Christians who think of the Bible as
e o ﬂi‘l would say that the Ten Commandments
e proh;:' come fr(‘)m God. They seem important
in @ way that the prohi ition against wearing garments made of
But a moment’s reﬂcgt?gn suggests th
_Pucamo gests that the Ten Com d-
B of e svo ;l:l;r;z:r; ;;roduct. They are written from ;n;fa(lie
B s wits b oo nOth.p ¢, they prohibit coveting your neigh-
send 10 Morconen, the commandments saint enlog. sduliny
banc . . s against steali '
e cii,;;;l;l;if ff‘alse;1 witness, and so forth are simprllf ’r?;li;lttiy;
A nOtori umans to live together in community. Dail-
inhriaiion ﬂ?:n:;::l toc a(:)cl)lxlnne1 up dlx:;ith rules like thcse..The
that andment: i
Ra';};:j; tt};lcegl(éiit ;s that their hlflman origin i: ;;‘;a;i{;nportantv
whole as divine in Z?ilgijldvgf Zté)rrlngc o e e b
. s arts as divi
human. It is 24 a human product, tflli)ugh ge(rilsztzg 111121 rsc(;glc::nsa:

/

od; the next passa

e ge does not,” or “Thi ,

ne: R A b 18 pa 3

ne; the previous passage is not.” So alsg tshszggilélzaclillg el v
es not

il
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come with footnotes that say, “This passage is to be read literally; { abo 1'0‘(')-#"(;:5 Th = ‘ : 29
that passage is not.” Reading the stories of creation of the stories plete: .JIhe canon of the Hebrew Bible was th
bof Jesus® birth Jiterally involves an interpretive decision (namely, f For the twenty- : en com-
by decision t© read them literally) equally as much as does the de- -} took about three CSZZEI Pool;shof the New Testament, the proce.
:sion to read them meta horically. - : : iLthree centuries. 1hou ’ $8
13? to rea d f b Y h £ scri i in the New Testament were wri e nl?.,St,.?.fH}.Q documents now
hus any and every claum 2 out what a passage © scripture that mentions all tw itten b the year 10 o first [i
means involves interpretatiorn. There is no such thing asa ponin- from the year 367 nty-seven of them\‘aswhayjng . ’cial st list
terpretive reading of the Bible, unless our reading consists simply - The awa}m \ e B status is
. . : . _ g : c
of making so_uns.s in t.hc air. As.we ”read ‘t‘he B1b}c, thcn,.w\‘: ; . petiod of centuries has i lilbh? became sacred scripture over a
should ask not, What is God saying?” but What is the ancent 5 origin, status, and auth mp i:;nons for our understanding of it
author or community s g "1 S T ority. To speak . s
ty saying : il’lfssss not its origin but its Statuspwi < f)f the lplble as sacred ad-
] v document is thin a religious communi
. . . } / e - s sacred Only because it i unlty.
The Bible as Sacred Scripture | ~: ;{_’fﬁ%’ﬁty To mistake status for og;'lt o Szcredrfﬂ” # partic
1 sion 1 described i X in leads to the ki
3 ribed in the previous section of this chaptgfi of con-
. B

3 SCIl !
j

know. Thes :
,,,,,,, (3 ¢ are the primar it vy
relation to G y writings that define w
e i od and who we are as a communi ho we are 1n
. is is the book that has shaped ty and as individu-
ishape us. ped us and will continue to
- Because of i
other way. In i;l;lop Orté'Thcc of this point, T will make it in an-
. ) n with many scho TS an-
%_@C world’s religions as a “gu]turalla;'s of I:Cllglonllﬁ,f?,?_&a.ﬁhm-,-
ngs are mean et -linguistic world.” ’
t. by this somewhat abstract phrase Firstd' }T o
. , each re-

Though the Bible is a human product, it s also sacred scripture
for three religious traditions. The Hebrew Bibie is sacred for Ju-
daism, the Hebrew Rible and the New Testament are sacred for
Christianity, and both are sacred for Islam (though neither is

given the same holy status as the Koran).

Sacred Status ‘
¢ to the Bible as «gacred scriprure”?21

What does it mean to refe
begin by noting that_the books of the Bible were 10 ¢ sacred
itten. Paul, for cxample, would have been

A when ¢ wii
amazed to know that his Jetters to his communities Were to be- - ligion emerges withi ,
come sacred scripture. Rather, the various. parts of the Bible be- - symbols from th n a particular culture and uses lan
veral centuries. ‘the at culture (even if it also sub guage and
CUrIES : central values and understandings of that Velrts Q; challenges
culture). Thus reli-

_came sacred thro _
The process whereby the Bible became sacred is known as
“caponization.” S0 far as we know (and we do not know much),

ipvolve official coungcils that

the canonization process did not
met and made decisions- Rather, it was gradual, happening in

stages. The first five books of the Hebrew Bible (the Law, also
h) were apparently 1€

+ glons are ithi isti
: Secondb(i);?h within an existing cultural-linguistic world
: s ¢ new religion i bece
lcon, It the survives over time, i
ne igic . e, it be
culta Wghlilc " citwc;‘rlld in its own right. As such, it prz?nfges .
tencings oot :i (t)) lowers live. Its stories and’ practic S
S s;,h ecome the lenses through which it e
eir own lives. It becomes the primai n;:“"f'
y- basis

known as the ;Forah ot the:]
garded as sacred by abouig 400 BOE- The second part of the He- of identity and visio
ad achiieved sacred stares by abou Within this framework of undcrsfandn' g, the Bibl
, the Bible as sacred

sSTIC

bg,e«W“’Bi (@g}_’mphﬁ‘-ts)
200 BCE. jThe third part (the Writings) became canonical. b
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world. The.Bible. isthe “constitntion
not in the sense of being a collection of

bc:mg its foundation.

» of the Christian world,
Jaws bt the senss.of -

% being an authority standi
: the world in which Christians live-

S e result: the MONALE

k. | relevant to ancient

The Authority of the Bible
To see the Bible as sacred in status and not origin also leads to 3

different way of seeing the authority of the Bible. The older,

conventional way of sceing the Bible grounded scripture’s au-
thority in its origin: the Rible was sacred because it came from
God. The result was a monarchical model of biblical authority.
Tike an ancient monarch, the Bible stands over us, telling us
what to believe and do. But secing the Bible as gacred in its sta-

rus leads to a different model of biblical authority.
dir_l_g_'_a}?__orviif,,xhc Bible is the ground of

hical model.of biblical authority is re-
placed by 2 dialogical model of biblical authority. In other words,
¢he biblical canon names the primary collection of ancient docu-
ments with which Christians are to be in a continuing dialogue.
This continuing conversation i definitive and constitutive of
Christian identity- If the dialogue ceases Of becomes faint, then

we ceasc to be Christian and become something else. Thus the
authority of the Rible is its status as Out primary ancient conver-

sational partner.

Yet because the Bible is a human product as well as sacred
scripture, the continuing dialogue needs to be a critical conversa-
tion. There are parts of the Bible that we will decide need not of
should W, cither because W discern that they were

cimes but not to our OWh, or because we dis-

cern that they were never the will of God.*?

" But critical dialogue with the Bible implies not simply that
we make discerning judgments about the texts. 1t also means
that we allow_the texts to shape and judge us: As we read the
Bible, we are not O

e
e

Rather.than

nly to bring our critical intelligence with s,

but also to listen. 1 often te students that reading - well in-
volves listening wellﬂsglggg_myw ing to

Reading Lenses: The Bible and God |
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.us_and nos._simpl in; Y '
- ply absorbing the_text into what we already

To Be Christi
ristian means to 1 ‘iy o
Bible. We — ive within the world
. are to _ . .created
“our vision of Goclil Stjn t'cill-t \’ffcll and let its central Storiesbsi;;h )
ness to God mean,s ;Er; tenu;;y, and our sense of what faithﬁfle
. s to shape our imaginati )
agination, that par
gl it part of

our psyches in which our {; i
e P S 1 WINCH | _Ounc.iau()nal imagcs oF reali - .
We are to be a community shaped by scriptm'e1 T‘;:;‘the
. ur-

poseof
our continuing dial i
. . ogue with i '
ure is nothing less than that 1 the Bl_ble as sacred scrip-

- The ’Bible as Sacrament of the Sacred

Thus one major function ible i
t Vi%%gmggmiﬂdty‘ s ];)ifbtchfibi: t;;lhc shaping of Christian
- well) and it is " Primar e
ve ane GOd.aNﬁa:erntzler f;pch of'the rclationshipybcmcezgntljs
ble and God. tradi);,i et]f;ble is a sacrament of the sacred )
one ot e e e on, the word “sacrament” often -rcfers.tb
e e pectie e S(I:i“llenv'[S:.fOI‘ Protestants, the two sacraments
of baprism and the euc ﬁalfils:c; for CatthiCS, those two plus five
more, Contral t0 ihe :h tion of “sacrament” in this particul
e s that ‘csacramg jt is sacramental is “a means of gracé ”ar
sty of religion ent als? has a broader meaning. In th
stac of religio ‘,’e h;si:ra;)ment is commonly defined as a-r;"lediatoe |
e Whi;h”ghc < < ‘y.whlch God becomes Egesen??ﬁ{gamiw
e e Emt is expe:ric.:nccd. This 'mearu'ng’ WE
l.broadcr' Tt ane:;ﬁl) Christian Sacraments even as it i;
e gc thg can k.accomc sacramental: nature
e D pamdpati:) cath, sexuality, poetry, persons, pil im,
ental when they bc?olriesi(;rc?s’i - fs ¥ ft‘(l)lrth. T.l.l_in.&s ’afe gga:
e 1 ons for the experience of G .
o be-}’?nv;ezn tiz;: iﬂlm .bccorr{es present, tinlzcs ?ﬁ:nofhfzg:
“The Bible often ﬁ[;nctci:nna! real.ltY- |
isans. Te id 30 o ons in this :?acramental way in the lives of
Fmacy of the G t,r $ r example, in the conversion experien:
figures of Christian history. Augustin(:::
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conversion experience happened when he heard a child singing,
«Take up and read,” which led him to read passage in Paul’s let-
ter to the Romans that changed his life: Martin Luther’s break-
through from anxious striving to the experience of grace, as well
as the movement of the Spirit in John Wesley’s heart, happened
through immersion in scriprure. In each case, they experienced
the Bible as a means whereby the Spirit addressed them in the
present.
The sacramental use of the Bible is also among the spiritual
practices of both Jews and Christians. Meditation upon the
Torah is an ancient Jewish practice. In the Christian tradition, 2
spiritual practice designed by Ignatius of Loyola involves medi-
tating upon the images of a biblicat text until they become ani-
mated by the Spirit. Another practice, lectio divina, involves
entering a contemplative state and listening while a passage of
scripture 18 read aloud a number of times with periods of silence
between cach reading. In these examples, the purpose of the
practice is not 1o read or hear the Bible for information of con”
cent. Rather, the purpose is to listen for the Spirit of God speak-
ing through the words of the biblical text.

For many Christians the Bible sometimes becomes sacramen-
tal in private devotional reading. As with the practices mentioned
above, the purpose of devotional reading is not acquisition of
content. Rather, it is Openncss to the experience of God address-
ing the reader through 2 phrase or Versc, openness to 2 sense of
the Spirit present within. In such moments
gacramental, @ means of grace and mediator of the s
“gpeaks” through the words of the biblical text.

To sce the Bible as a sacrament of the sacred also connects us
back to the Bible asa human product. The bread and wine of the
Christian sacrament of the eucharist ar¢ manifestly human prod-
ucts. Somebody made the bread and somebody
We do not think of the bread and wine as “perfe

that might mean). Rather, to use a common euch:
we affirm that “in, with, an

products of bread and wine, Christ becomes preseint

the Bible becomes
acred. God

made the wine.

aristic phrase,

d under” these manifestly buman .
to us. SO
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also “in, with, and u ” I ;
Spirittﬁf St and 1 ;d]j; the human words of the Bible, the
- In the worship services of man inati
o the oo v denominations, includi
o tkiog?lzll%-\f:%rds are spoken after the rcadin;u((jg'l:lg' o
sage from the Bibl .hu he Word of the Lord.” With my em: hr;ass'-
ould sy st “\rgnan product, I sometimes joke r_hgt WIS
Some thehis B , ﬂcimc thoughts from ancient. Israel,” :
oo being Serimmomth ¢ early Christian movement.” But \,Jvh o
Lon oeing serlous i‘:ﬂ er than flippant, I find the words usede'rl
Fiehs “Trons wimt th ghgl.n .Book of Common Prayer -e)'(actlln
o speake e Spirit is saying to the church.” The.Spi i
of Glod speas 1 Fough the human words of these anci ] Pl_ﬂf
is a sacrament of the sacred. et doc

The Bible as th_e Word of God

The sacramental function of scri
o _ : scripture leads to a fin i
Worgelggcér::glg zl;:tavlfcen God and the Bible: tfl? a}gﬁ)‘i’;nzsa}ii’ﬁlt
A Of.GOd” tJ;eady mentioned, speaking of the Bible a:
i as oft-en. led (.Zhristians to see the Bible :

. By now it is obvious that the lenses T am przS ‘

_ scribing for reading the Bible do not see it that wa
y.

What then does i
. it mean to call . : :
God™? It is i call the Bible “th
througho:lst lir;pl?jrttant tﬁ emphasize that the Christi:n Vti’:;fd of
) story -has spoken of ] . on
God (capital ° . P of the Bible as the’
” anc(i pll)lllral)Wli‘n‘(ti i.ingulal‘), not as the words of God Floi?'d of
reasonabi CI.' it had used the latter phrase, then o o
God’ 2 a1m that bclicving the words Of,th 'ne- nnght
A i::vhords is intrinsic to being Christian ¢ Bible to be
1 M e . . .
use of a capital W and the singular suggests a différc t
feren

.. meaning. Na « ” is bei
: Jeanin rgell Scnrslzlzgs ‘:}]\iiol:"d is being used in a metaphorical and
noslteral sensc. s mla.metaph_ors gf:ncrally, this one resonates
mth more than one nce of meaning. A word is a means of
communica disc,l \'rlng bqth speaking and hearing. A word i
osurc; we disclose or reveal ourselves thr(c);ngli
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words. Words bridge the distance between Ourse

we commune and become intimate through words.
To call the Bible the Word of God is to se¢ it in all of these
ways, and no doubt more. The Bible is a means of divine self-

disclosure. The traditional theological phrase for this is “the
Bible as the revelation of God.” In the Bible, as the foundation
of the Christian cultural-linguistic world, Christians find the dis-
closure of God—not because the Bible is the words of God but
because the Bible contains the primary stories and traditions
¢hat disclose the character and will of God. :

Seeing the Bible as the Word of God also underlines its sacra-

mental functon: the Bible’s words sometimes become a media-

tor of the sacred whereby the Spirit addresses US in the present.

In short, calling the Bible the Word of God refers not to is ori-

gin but to its status and function.

lves and others:
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The Bible as Lens
Until now, 1 .
we see t;f::’ B?I:l‘: llj\?en SIPﬁakmgabP ut the lenses through which
e e T TlOW A 2pping the lens metaphor to th
- edens v;,hoe fl le is a lens. I owe this use of the metaphor te
. a few years ago took my i ©
on the Bi y introductory-1
thinkei ,ﬁibéz.gﬁb(.)ut two weeks into the term, he s}:;ic;3 ‘;e)l ;Zurii
ning to get it. You’re saying th: c s
a lens through. which we see God, but szmg eit '1:he Blble- 18 l.lke
pOIr_;'fmt to believe in the lens.” people think it’s im-
is simple statement has
. stayed with .
course, is the same as the fin me. The point, of
f : - ger metaphor: there i ol di
Oc;cnc.c between believing in the lens and usincr:};S 1a crucial diF
seeing that which is beyond the lens g the lens as a way

’;‘hc Bible as Sacrament
o : .
r my final metaphor, I return to the Bible as sacrament. N
. Now,

though, I ex
tradigon a;: :C‘;lsotlhf: tIfI:etaPhor so that it includes the Christian
e oo, ot ¢: the Bible as well as Christian creeds, litu
gies Chrisﬂ, a[;l ctices, hymns, music, art, and so forth. Wh;_n onr _
sees s bcﬁl::y.as 3.- sacrar'r_le‘nt of the sacred, being Christian _'3
por ibout bek I\;;l%mm Christianity. That would be like bt::lie:vinls
i the breac and thnf.: of the eucharist rather than letting th%
preac anc wine do fl:u‘ saCJZamcntal work of mediating the pres-
Rt bcir;g Chor;; tcliall:icl :licgok:iﬁ;:\ririg m thhe; finger or the lens.

e an relationship to th
b e ticfgeb‘};i ttftllei: Ctlkllrlstlan. t‘r.adition as sacramint. T; Seo El)lr‘:;ll];) :
an s f0 e n the Chrl_s:clan tradition as a sacrament and 1

. nsforming work within and among us “

Seeing the Bible -

have often emphasized believ-

Concluding Metaphors for

In the modern petiod, Christians
ing in the Bible. I conclude this chapter with three metaphors,
all suggesting a very different way of sceing the relationship be-

rween Christians and the Bible.

A Finger Pointing to the Moon
The first metaphot comes from the Buddhist radition. Buddhists

often speak of the teaching of the Buddha as “a finger pointing to
d against the mistake of

the moon.” The metaphor helps guar
believing in Buddhist

thinking that being 2 Buddhist means
teaching——that is, believing in the finger. As the metaphor im-
plies, one is to s6€ (and pay attention to) that to which the finger

points.

NOTES

1. I cannot d
emonstrate this, of co
. urse. thouegh I thi
case against those wh > H gh I think I can mak .
o think the € a persuasive
study of religi . - they can demonstrate God’ .

‘ acqlla.intanceg1 f:il:hﬁ!c{pcncncc in many cultures over many Cse;t?;rlfsahty. My
conviction that GOdoir;t:n;fuorarY religious experience have led n:ealtld trEY
€NCes OCCUT Across culture and can be experienced, and that such o e
God We Never K es and religious traditions. See chapter 2 cxper

new (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco 1[;;;) of my The
s .

To apply the the Bible is like a finger
pointing to the moon. Christians sometimes malke the mistake of
thinking that being Christian is about believing in the finger
cather than secing the Christian lifc as a relationship to that to

which the finger points.

metaphor to the Bible,
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2. Among recent books, see Paul J. Achtemeier, Tnspiration and Authorizy: The
Nuture and Function of Chyistian Seripture (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
1999); John Shelby Spong, Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism (5an
* Prancisco: HarpchanFrancisco, 1991), esp. pp- 1-36; L. William Country-
man, Biblical Authority or Biblical Tyranny? (Farrisburg, PA: Trinity Press

International, 1994), pp- 1-15.

See chap. 4.

" Lev. 18.22 and 20.13. o

. Lev. 19.19.

: Exod. 4.24-26

_I'Tim. 2.9-15. Virtually all mainline biblical scholars see 1 and 11 Timothy
ogether as “the pastoral epistles”™) as relatively tate docu-

and Titus (known €
ments written around the beginning of the second century, some forty years:

or more after the death of Paul. In antiquity, it was acceptable practice {0
write in the name of a cevered figure of the past. :

&. 'The shift in pronouns in the last verse is puzzling. aghe” obviously refers to
woman,/ wormen; “they” could refer to women, of it could refer to the chil-

dren born of “childbearing.”
9. The Catholic prohibition of ordaining Wwomen as priests has a different basis,

10. Fxod. 20.17 and Deut. 521
11. Important clarification: 1 am not saying that the meaning of 2 bibical text is

confined or restricted tO what the ancient author of community szid.
will say in the next chapter, a metaphorical reading of the Bible yields mean-
ings beyond the ancient historical intention of the text. .
12. For a supetb treatment of the meaning of “scripturé,” see Wilfred Cantwell
. Smith, What Is Seriptaure? (Minncapolis: TFortress, 1993). Smith argues that
scripture is “a human activity,” a phrase with several meanings: the writings
that become scripture are produced by humans, are then declared to be
scripture by a community, and then fanction to shape the lives of the people
who regard them as scrip
Wy Scrippuve Matters (Louisvill

g On e W

e: Westminster John Knox, 1998).

13. 1 do not wish to provide a comprehensive list, but an example of each may
be helpful. (1) Paul’s connsel about whether it is pexmissible to eat meat left
over from pagan sacrifices was relevant to his time, though not very much if

ot believe that it was ever God’s will that the

at all to our time. (2) I cani
wormen and children of one’s enemies in war should be slaughtered, to nse

an example from the Febrew Bible; or that it is God’s will that the majority

of the earth’s population be destroyed at the second coming of Christ, tO
use an example from the New Testament.

14, This is how the Bible functioned in carlier periods of Christian history. See
the comment by Rowafl A. Greer in The Anchor Bible Dicsionary, ed. David
Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992}, vol. 5, p. 1028: During the
period of the early church,
of propositions ot of the application of pr

inciples to cases as 3 question of

porate lives of Christians.”

rure. See also the helpful book by John P Burgess, .

«Geriptural authotrity was pot sO much a matter

the way in which the lore of the church’s past persuasively shaped the €or-
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Reading Lenses:

History and Metaphor

‘ Ag&/ é ﬂl;eﬂgs chapter., I move from ways of seeing the Bibl
S Shorrslhoredspeaﬁc topic of reading the Bible. In ; dcita(z
metsphoried 2 and, 1 fla,l,l the method I will develop a ;‘lﬁst(i‘icZI
e madepﬁftz;c . It presupposes the central claims abou;
¢ previous chapter: i g
coon : ; its orl
ponse to God, its status for Christians as sacre%luslciispilizmajlndl:e-
" its

functions as f ;
oundation of the Christi
the sacred. Christian world and sacrament of

The Historical-Metaphorical Approach

Both adjectives i
jectives in the phrase “historical-metaphorical approach”

ant. 3 .l'g

will com
pactly define cach before describing them at greate
r .

~ length.

B (Ch‘l . »
y “historical approach,” I mean all the methods that are rel
rele-

g




