INTRODUCTION

THE STUDY AHEAD:
WHAT IT ISAND WHO NEEDSIT

Thisisthesecondvolumein athree-part
projectunderthetitle Reading Scripture,
Hearing God. Thefirstvolume,/ntroduc-
tion to the Bible, aimsat sharpeing our focus
ontheprindpal subjectmatterbth€hristian
Sciiptures,or Holy Bible: Whatexactlyis the
Bible, how doesit cometo us,andhow arewe
to think aboutit sothatwe recave it onthe
rightwavelength?l amconvncedthatthisis
lessfamiliar territory for mostChristiansthan
theyandther leadersoftenassumefor whom
theresponsef aneagehand-waing childOs
Olknow, | knowCto the queston OWhais the
Bible?Qoo oftensuffices:OTheBible is GodOs
Word.OSoit is, but havi ng settledthatmat
ter, manywould justassoondispensavith all
the otherOtheorétal stuffGandgeton with
the OpradtalCbusnessof simply readng
theBible andapplying it to life. Thosewho
haveworkedthroughthe earier volumewill
understandhow mistakenthatassumpgbn can
beandhow unreadytheywould havefound
themselvesn the coninuing venture. Revis-
ing anold adagewhatyou donOknow can
hurtyou.

Whatthis meanssthatidealreadersand
studentsof the presentvolumewill bethose
who arethoroughlyfamiliar with the earier
materal. Everyoneelsewill experencea cer
tain handcapat manyimportantpointsalong
theway, the severty of which | havetriedto
easeput only slightly, for thosewho havenot
hadanopporturty to work throughthatmate
rial or who oncedid but needarefresher.For
theseuserd haveincludedareview of some
of thehigh paintsin chapterl below,with all
thelimitationsthatgenerallycharacteze and
stigmaitze surveysandsummaies. Fromthere
we will proceedlirectly to the newprojectat

hand®nterpretation of the BibleDwherat will
beourgoalto learnto readthe Sciiptureswell,
with understanishg andwith outcomeghatare
approprateto the materal.

Thecourseonwhichwe arepresently
embarkng, then,builds onfoundatonsprev-
ouslylaid andcariiesit furthertowardinter
preting theBible in amannercongstentwith
whatit isandhow it expectdo beread. A
projectedhird volume,Proclamation of the
Bible, will pursuethe conceptf volumesl
and?2 astepfurther: GivenwhattheBible is
andhow it expectdo bereadandunderstood,
how shallwe engagén thatenterprsewhich
OgoepublicOwith the messagewhich brings
theliving voiceandahlding word of Sciipture
to others?

As notedin the Preface|ike volumel,
Introduction to the Bible, thisbookis desgned
to bereadandstudedasa stand-aloneolume
or usedasacurriculum. In thelattercasethe
courseshouldrequre aboutthirteenweeks
(note: two sestonseachfor chapterst, 5, and
6) to complete althoughsometeacherand
studentsnaywishto slowthe paceor spend
moretime on certan chaptersandsectons.

In termsof depthlevel, | haveaimedonce
agan for sometling accestble, somewhere
betweeratechncal treatmentinda user-
friendly populartool. (Thosewho struggleat
pointswith wherel havepitchedthe materal
will berefreshedor perhapsonvcted,to
know thatat leastoneSundayschoolteacher
of my acquantanceled a classof grade3
studentghroughthe contentsof volumel, ap-
parentlywith enthusasic response Blessthat
teacher.)Unlike volumel, however,in the
presenstudyl haveplacedsomeof thefuller
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and more technical discussions in a series of
appendices or supplementary sections at the
end. These are signaled at appropriate places
by means of a parenthetical alert, as in (See
Appendix A). Some readers and users may
choose simply to pass over these notices and

to ignore the more advanced interaction. For
leaders and teachers, however, this material
will serve as an important supplement. At their
discretion they may wish to refer their students
to these discussions of points addressed in a
more cursory manner in the main body.

BASIC CONVICTIONS BEHIND THIS STUDY

The same convictions which inspired the
entire project and which I expressed in some
detail in the earlier volume will be on display
here as well. Three of these convictions are
most important to the path ahead.

First, when God speaks, nothing is more
respectful than that people listen, and, of
course, nothing is more determinative to their
own fate. In listening, more than in any other
activity, we display the true character of our
love and worship, and in listening we come
to understand our very being and the issues
of destiny in terms defined by the One whose
voice we encounter in Scripture.

Second, not all approaches count equally
in the activity we call interpreting, which is
to say that some ways of going about under-
standing the Bible are more appropriate and
responsible and ultimately beneficial for all
parties concerned than other ways. Most
desirable are those approaches which allow
the actual nature of the biblical material itself
maximal say on how we read it; or to put this
differently, the basic criterion for what counts
as reading the Bible well depends more on
what the Bible iand how it expects to be read
than on the various uses readers happen to find
interesting or on the methods readers bring to
the task. This is not to suggest that what we
bring to the interpretive table—our questions,
convictions, commitments, experiences, our
very selves—counts for nothing, or worse, is a
liability or potential threat which we should do
everything in our power to overcome. Read-
ing the Bible well does not require our “‘jump-
ing out of our own skin” or our pretending that

we can approach the task “objectively.” But in
the end, who we are, including the questions
and convictions and experiences and commit-
ments we bring with us, must yield and bend
to an agenda not our own, to a scriptural voice
which seeks to have its way with us, including
how we go about reading and listening. The
extent to which we actually do this will have a
determinative effect on the outcome. We will
say more on these ideas later on.

Third, this engagement with Scripture that
we are calling reading or interpreting is prop-
erly carried out within the life and worship of
the Church, and not as an ancillary activity on
the periphery of churchly concerns but at the
very center of the Church’s existence. It is not
a task to be handed over to the academy for
endless discussion, debate, and refinement;
nor is it a practice best left to special-interest
and “para-church” groups detached from the
full life of the Church and its accredited lead-
ers; nor is it an activity most at home in the
private domain of individual readers. This is
not to suggest that academics, focus groups, or
individuals should refrain from its engagement,
but it is to context the enterprise as properly
centered in the habits and practices which char-
acterize the Church and which best define the
“grammar” or norms of the discipline, including
humility, charity, prayer, repentance, account-
ability, and other competencies and virtues
which are learned most fully in the life and wor-
ship and ministry and sacraments of the Church
and which are necessary to keep the activity
from going wrong.

As we stressed in the earlier volume, there
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isagreatdealat stakein howwe go abouthan
dling the Biblebthegospelfaith, hope,love,
life, worshp, glory, the Church,the ChurchOs
misgon, family, ethics, GodOsision for the
world, Godhimself. Indeed,it isnottoo much

to saythathow we go aboutreadng Sciip-
turebwhethewell, poorly, just okay,or not at
allbdefneseverything aboutus,includng what
we think of Godandwhetheror notwe may
properlycall ourselveghe peopleof God.

OBJECTIVES FOR THIS STUDY: WHAT STUDENTS CAN EXPECT

Theobjeciveswhich definethe studythat
follows areamlitiousandhopefulyet modest
andrealstic. This projectisnotdrivenby any
illusory assumgbnsaboutits Oding every:
thingObofféng e definitive word on howto
readtheBible, repladng manyotheravalable
studesonthis subject duplicaing all thefine
materal foundin thoseworks,or produéng a
methodthatat long lastguaranteesie correct
interpreive outcome. Theseassumpbnsare
excludedon avaiiety of groundsbtheolagal,
communal practcal, andotherwise. Not least,
the questfor finality would betrayanorientaton
overconfdentin its akilitiesanduntemperedby
theintenionsandlimitatonsof Sciiptureitself,
evenasany attemptto replacethe contibutons
of otherswould violatea centralconviction of
this projectrelaive to the Christianvirtuesof
chaity andhumility. In theend,| will becon
tentif theLord is pleasedo usethis materal
asaninvitation anda guidebarappreniceshp
of sortsbtdhe holy taskof interpreing the
sacredSciliptures.

Sill, therearereasondor assembhg these
materalsandfor offering themin the mannerthat
| have. Thesearenotnecessaly uniqueobjec
tivesnor aretheyonespecularto this study,but
studentsleserveo havethemspelledoutjustthe
samegoalstowardwhich | pressasapproprate
outcomes.Thereareseven. This courseaimsto
helpthe Church,corporatelyandindividually:

(1) Adoptanapproactho biblical readng and
studythatdelivesfrom whattheBible is, that

! Noneof our bookshelvesperhapsiotthe
world itself, cancontan them. A selectfew will be
notedin the Bibliography(seeAppendx A).

respectshe mannerin which it goesabout
medating its messageandthatserveghemis-
sion for which it exists,with specal attenton
to how the BibleOgariestinterpretersinder
stoodthesematters;

(2) Engagen thepraciceof Bible readng
andstudyasthosewho standin somesense
bothin front of thetext (bringing whothey
areto theinterpreive task)andunder thetext
(subjectng whotheyareto the authoitative
voicethatspeakghere),or in otherwords,
asthosewho openlyandhumbly confess
thar pre-understaridg andthdr limitations
andwho joyfully andcritically subnit to the
BibleGswn theologcal claim andto the com-
munity of Sciipturereaderspastandpresent,
whorecognzethatin thesewritingstheyare
being addressedly thedivineword;

(3) Appredateandcultivatethevariouscom
petencesandvirtuesthatbecomeahosewho
readandheartheword of the Lord in thisway;

(4) Idenify andwork to avad themanykindsof
readng errorsthathinderandstandin theway of
faithful biblical understanithg andperformance;

(5) Constructahermeneudt for biblicalread
ing andstudythatattendgo the BibleOswn
two-Testamentitnessandthatfactorssei-
ouslythemannerin whichtheBible engages
in its own OnnerQeadng andinterpreive acivity;

(6) Acceptthatsomewherdetweenneth-
odological totalism ontheonehandbthe
convction of asingularright approacto the
studyof Sciipture,deployedin theinterestof
stablizing andstandarézing a paricular
theolodcal, political, or personabhgendgmy/
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our method and interpretive conclusions are
the biblical ones), and methodological plural
iSmon the other— an infinite array of sundry
approaches, ensuring that the Bible’s read-

ers remain forever agnostic and the Bible’s
say forever indeterminate (any methods and
interpretive conclusions are as good as any

others), there is such a thing as methodological

realism-knowable meaning which the Scrip-
tures mean to say and criteria for securing that
meaning with confidence, tempered by humil-
ity befitting those who engage in the sacred
task of hearing and receiving a word not their
own; and

(7) Proceed in the enterprise of biblical read-
ing and study as a task that is textual(reflec-
tive on what stands written), theological
(receptive to the divine say revealed there),
and transformativgresponsive to the mission
which the written text and its divine message
exist to accomplish in effecting God’s new
creation of the world in Christ).

There are a number of areas where |
expect some users of this volume, depending
on their prior understanding and orientation, to
experience a little turbulence. I do not see this
as a bad thing, but as part of an important edu-
cational process. If there were no challenges
ahead and everything contained here met with
everyone’s instant agreement, this material
would not serve any purpose worth its writ-
ing. It is not possible to anticipate where all
the pockets of surprise may lie, but I suspect
the following may be among them. Of course,
identifying these points here may discourage
some readers from continuing on, but I see
that as a risk worth taking. So users beware:

+ Reading Scripture well is not something that
can be taught in a weekend retreat or seminar,
as if it were a matter of initiating people into
a few secrets or imparting to them a few keys.
Further, interpreting well is as much a matter
of what we bring to the task in terms of our
disposition and commitments as it is a mat-
ter of which methodological toolbox we carry

(Green 2007, 27).

« Related, biblical interpretation does not
reduce to formulas of neatly ordered steps that
move from start to finished product, boxed and
wrapped and labeled DONE, with the assured
result that everything turns out right-no cher-
ished doctrine challenged, no personal opinion
threatened, and no repentance demanded.?

« Certain practices which have become part of
the stock-in-trade of many popular approaches
to Bible reading and study among well-in-
tentioned people need to be reconsidered and
their shortcomings exposed.

* Interpreting the Bible involves our hearing
and honoring the Church’s early creeds and
confessions as they come forward to speak to
us from the past, guiding the way we read and
receive the Scriptures in continuity with the
Church’s sacred heritage—a heritage that long
predates the Reformation and its denominated
aftermath (serious biblical study did not begin
with Luther or Calvin).

- Interpreters and interpretation are best
located relative to the Church, visible through
time. This position challenges the widespread
assumptions, especially in Western Protestant-
ism, that we are all entitled and responsible

to read the Bible “on our own,” that private
judgment on what God says is the inalienable
right of every believer, and that submission

to any arbiter of truth outside oneself or one’s
own experience is to reinstate the errors of
Medieval Romanism.

« Interpretation of the Bible is properly car-
ried out both within and at the center of the
Church’s life and practice. It does not reside

2 Ellen Davis (2003, 16) warns that “When-
ever we pick up the Bible, read it, put it down, and
say, ‘That’s just what I thought,” we are probably
in trouble.” The only proper kind of reading,
she avers, is repentant reading, always open to a
“change of mind” as we confront the living voice
of Scripture.
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exclusvely or evenprindapally in thedoman
of theacademyor in the detachedaontextof
the Opara-church.O

¥ Ceritude(apolite termfor cocksureness)
isnot necessaryor interpretaionto proceed.
Somemattersarebestleft uncertan andsome
dedsionsundedded. It is bestthatwe pracice
ahermenedut of love, includng awillingness
to admit interpreive possbilitiesfrom theo
logical tradtionsotherthanour own, espe
cially whereneatherthetextualdatanor the
interestof humility arebestservedin press
ing overconfdentlytowardconclusonsthat
areexclusve or narrowly Oight. O Someimes
thedivinesayis messer thanour systemsor
preferencesolerate andthis messnessexists
in the interestof amisson nottamedby hu-
manmasteryor tetheredo humaninsitutions.

¥ Fathful biblical interpretaion entals more
thansmply naling downthemeanng of a
text. It focuseson sometling far moretrans
formaive anddoxologcal thana searchfor
Oobjedve truthGor Olblical absolutes,@nd
onsometiing far moreprofoundthanascer
taining Otheruth (or facts)of GodOsordCthat
canbesetdownin propostional statementsf
authortative belief or affirmaionsaboutthe
BibleOsrustworthness. Interpretaion requres
putting ourselvesn a postion of submssve
engagemenwith thebiblical textin sucha
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way thatits divine sayhasits way with us,sub
verting andconveringandshapngusintoa
peopleof Godwhoseattitudes,ambtions,and
acionsarealignedwith the purposegor which
Sciriptureexistsin thefirstplace.

¥ Therole of historyin theinterpreive en
terpiseneeddo berethoughtanddefined

in waysthatchallengewo hundredyears

of modernandpostmoderreriticism,which
influenceshavelargely shapedheway the
Churchandits leadersjncludng manyin the
evangeilcal tradtion, knowingly or unknow
ingly approactthe Bible.

¥ It is bestthatwe constructa hermenetdt or
way of interpreing basedmanly onwhatwe can
learnfrom the Sciipturesthemselvesindfrom
thar eariestinterpreterswhile apprecating the
advancesndcontibutionsof morerecentcentu
riesin blessng uswith toolsthathelpimmensely
in theappicaton of thathermeneut.

¥ A culturethatOfrst divorcesthe pracical
from thetheoretcal andthenelevateghe
pracical (OHere@sw . . .Oanddemorizes
theory(OmerelpcadericO)(Green2007,
10) presents falsedichotomythatthreatens
responible interpretaion, ratherlike desgn-
ing a housethatnevergetsbuilt or building a
housewithouta desgn-plan.

THE PATH AHEAD

Thepresenwolumeis patternedafterthe
earierone,includng itemsfor engagement
andexploraton atthe endof eachchapter.A
majorexcepton, asalreadynoted,is theinclu-
sion of anumberof supplementsf varying
lengthsanddepthswherel expandon certan
key paints. Also, unlike volume1l, thereis no
OForFurtherReadngQist atthe endof each
chapterputAppendx A consstsin a bibliog-
raphyof resourcesndworkscited,with an
astersk (*) identfyingthoseitemsthatare
espetally recommendedbr furtherstudyin

connectonwith the presentourse.

Finally, aswith thefirstvolume,thisone
too congstsin five units, which | havehere
choseno organzearoundthe construciton
theme putting to useafamiliar metaphorof
buildingahome.
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UNIT 1

PLANNING
THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:
GETTING STARTED

Locating the Project:
What Exactly Are We Interpreting?

Defining the Task:
What Do We Mean by ‘Interpret’,
and Why Do It?

Clearing the Work Site:
What Are the Obstacles that
Stand in the Way?

Identifying the Workers:
Who Should Show Up for
This Project?

UNIT 2

QUALIFYING
THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:
BUILDING BY SPECIFICATION

Obeying the Building Code:
Hermeneutic Rules

UNIT 3

ORGANIZING
THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:
SECURING THE PLAN AND
READYING THE TOOLS

Securing the Construction Plan:
A Model for Interpreting the Bible

Readying the Tools:
An Interpreter’s Workbench

Introduction

UNIT 4

COMPLETING
THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:
EXECUTING THE PROJECT

Genesis 22:1-19

Psalms 117; Luke 24:13-49;
Ephesians 1:3-14

UNIT 5

INHABITING
THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:
FINISHING TOUCHES

Indwelling the Scriptures and
Honoring the Divine Host

The Interpretive Landscape and
the Neighbors Next Door



