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Divided We Stand: Biblical Interpretation
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

It is hard to believe that we already arrived at the Fourth of July weekend. It is a wonderful annual celebration of the birth of our nation whose ideals of freedom still resonate 235 years later. Of course total freedom isn’t much more than anarchy – a state of disorder due to the absence or non-recognition of authority. But as U.S. citizens we do have a common recognition of authority. It is called The Constitution of the United States of America. It is clear and concise and we know what it says because we study it and digest it regularly as faithful and good citizens.
That is why if I were to ask you what year the Constitution was written and ratified you would know that it was 1787. You would know that the 13th amendment abolished slavery and that the 20th amendment is called the “Lame Duck” amendment because it shortened the period between the election and inauguration of the president. You know that the 21st amendment repeals the 18th amendment. You know that there are 27 amendments and others proposed by congress, but yet ratified by the states, which you know take three-fourths of the states to ratify it for the amendment to take effect.
You know these things because you are good citizens who intimately know the document that binds us together in the pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness. Or not. Maybe you are more like me who had to pull out the encyclopedia to make sure I knew what I was talking about. I am quite sad about that confession – that I don’t know more about his document that has given me a government that has afforded me tremendous possibilities. The knowledge that I remember from my Civics and Government classes only makes me dangerous.

The hard part, of course, isn’t knowing the content of the Constitution, but how to apply it in any specific situation. While it might be concise, it doesn’t appear to be that clear. It is a rather general document. Hence the 27 amendments and a whole branch of Government made up of nine studious experts whose sole purpose is to try to discern the Constitution’s rendering on specific situations, often times accomplished with a 5-4 split vote. And yet for the most part it has worked. It is the world’s oldest, written constitution still in effect.
It’s not unlike the Bible, isn’t it? This book that is the guiding light for our faith I dare say rarely gets pulled from the shelf and dusted off. And yet we refer to it as if we know it intimately, especially when it comes to judging others, or defending ourselves.

Biblical interpretation: It is the second issue in our “Divided We Stand” series. We are looking at a few topics where good Christians disagree. Our attempt is not necessarily to try to find a middle ground, but to acknowledge our differences and still stand together in our faith that ultimately needs to rely upon the love of God as we have come to know that through Jesus Christ.

In these sermons I hope to lift up what the arguments are in a fair way, but will not be bashful to tell you how I see it. I do not need for you to always agree with me, but that we should support one another even in our disagreement. As a reminder I will meet with people in the Wesley Lounge at 11:00 AM for one hour so that you might have a chance to add to the conversation and raise issues that perhaps I have neglected.

Biblical interpretation of course finds itself on a continuum. Perhaps at one end is the literalist’s point of view, which holds scripture as the very words of God, inerrant and infallible. At the other end of the spectrum Scripture might be seen as a wonderful collection of religious stories and poetry.
I can understand the emphasis on the literal side of the spectrum. If Scripture is our guide for all matters of faith, there is a need to lend it some air of authority. And what more authority do you need than, “this is what God says.” It’s right there in black and white – unless you are reading the red-letter edition in which case God’s words in Jesus are red.

And of course from our Scripture lesson today we see that Scripture even gives testimony to itself when we read that “All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” Of course it also is important to know that the “scripture” it was talking about is what we have come to know as the “Old Testament.” There was no “New Testament” at the writing of Timothy.
A wonderful God moment happened this week. Naki brought back from Korea as a gift from the church she performed in this plaque. It is written in Korean. Fortunately for me there is a translation on the back. It is our Scripture lesson for this morning. The very verse that I had planned to use this morning was gifted to us from Korea.

If Scripture is going to have any meaning for us it needs to come with a sense of authority for our lives – to provide a framework for community-living much like the Constitution does for our national life together. But does “authority” have to mean inerrant and infallible? I think it becomes harder and harder for post moderns to understand Scripture as inerrant and infallible. Even those that wish to take the Bible literally concede that perhaps the inerrancy was in the original scripts, which is a moot point since we do not have the original manuscripts.
If we were to take the Bible literally, then we would have to believe that the world is flat; that women are to be subservient to men; slavery is approved by God; God approves genocide; and as we mentioned last week, sassy teenagers should be executed.
What we read are translations from copies of text. And even the copies of texts that we have are translations from the original language that preserved the witness through oral tradition. One cannot translate from one language to another without some interpretation because there are not always exact words that can be used.
And we do not have the time to talk about the place of metaphor in biblical interpretation, which is really quite significant. It is a modern phenomenon, which came with the Enlightenment that for something to be true is has to be factual. That is not a concept with which the ancients worked. Truth came in stories. Truth, especially about God, is larger than our words.
Falling on that far end of the spectrum – literal and inerrant – I don’t think is the direction that most of us in this congregation would find ourselves. My biggest concern is that we fall too far to the other side of the spectrum. That because of the obvious lack of understanding of the universe, because of the factual conflicts that we find in Scripture, because we do know so much more about the material world, we don’t think Scripture has anything to say to us. It is a collection of quaint and antiquated stories.
If that is where we fall on the spectrum of Biblical interpretation, then I think we are equally deceived. We may know more about the physical world, but the Bible wasn’t written to be the definitive resource for how the universe works. It was written to witness to the relationship between the Creating God and God’s creation. It was written to express the joy and grief, the celebration and depression that is a part of the journey of life that becomes a life-giving journey as we walk in harmony with God. It is the witness to how humanity has come to know the God who seeks to work out this divine-human relationship. It is thousands of years of witness to how God’s spirit and presence has moved among humanity. This ancient knowledge is still relevant to our modernity as we continue to work on the human-divine encounter.
A literal and inerrant interpretation of the Bible I do not think is intellectually defensible. To understand Scripture as simply a collection of quaint and antiquated stories I believe is spiritually dead. There is a broad middle in between, and I think the tradition of United Methodism has struck that wonderful balance. Imagine that.

We do believe Scripture is a primary authority for understanding who God is and discerning God’s call in the world. We also claim that we can best come to understand Scripture when we read it in conversation and tension with reason, tradition, and experience.

We do not have time to talk about historical and literary criticism. There are some pretty wonderful interpretive tools at our disposal to help understand and interpret scripture. But what good are they unless you actually read Scripture?
Here’s the bottom line for me: It is important to understand why and how we view the Bible. That basic understanding about how you approach the Bible and how another might approach the Bible can save you from a lot of futile arguments. But for me it’s not so much how you read the Bible, but that we read the Bible. Don’t be that dangerous person, a category we all fall into from time to time, arguing positions from what you’ve heard someone say the Bible says. Take a stand on first hand knowledge.

This is a great opportunity to plug involvement in Disciple classes and other Bible Studies we might provide.

I believe that the Bible is true and trustworthy and reliable, even though I do not believe everything in the Bible has to be understood literally. Christians must always remember that we worship God, not the Bible. The Bible is not God, but the Bible bears witness to God. Therefore, it is central to our faith.

Back to my original confession, as a citizen of the United States, I have not adequately done my duty, because I have not taken the time to keep myself abreast of the very document that binds us together. Let’s not make the same mistake in our Christian citizenship. Read the Bible, and together let’s discover it’s meaning for our lives.
I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
DIVIDED WE STAND: BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION
First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor
Sunday, July 3, 2011



Page 2

