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After Inerrancy:

Evangelicals and the Bible in a Postmodern Age
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Reflections on the Bible

| write for Evangelicals who either believe or suspect that our tradition has painted itself into an
intellectual corner. The Church has been down this road before. In thadé 17" centuries it mistakenly
ONAGAOAT SR / 2LISNYyAOdzAa ' yR DIFtAtS2 06SOFdzAS GKSANI
evidence finally came crashing down on Church dogma in those days, so in ours, the facts are stacking up
jdzA O1t e F3aFAyad FdzyRFEYSylGultAad oStASTa Ay aONBI
supports it.

While there was perhaps a period in history when Evangelicals could deny the substance of these new
GKS2NASE 0SOldzaS GKS | grAflofS SOARSYyOS aSSYSR
threshold that makes it intellectually unsuitable to defend some of the standard dogmas of the
O2yaSNBI G§AGS 9@l yaStAOFt GNIRAGAZ2Y D | 2f RAy3a Tl ai
RA&lF&GSNI 2F CdzyRIFIYSyidltAaayé 'TyR GKS 4aallyRIE 27F

The intellectual cutie-sac in which Evangelicalism finds itself can be traced back to many causes. But it
seems clear, at least to me, that a fundamental cause of the scandal is its doctrine of Scripture. Often this
R2ZOUNAYS Ay@2t@Sa I adNAROG | RKSNByOS G2 a.Aof AOA
GKS GNUziK F02dzi SOSNBOKAY3I Al (2dzOKSa 2y X FNRY
theology. In more progressive Evangelical circles, inerrancy is sometimes defined more delicately, in a way
that allows the norbiblical evidence to carry more weight in our reflection, but even here the subtle
influence of inerrancy sometimes engenders poor, or at least inferior, judgments about science, history,
human beings and theology. In the pages that follow | will briefly explain why conventional Evangelical
understandings of Scripture simply cannot be right. | will also survey some of the important resources that
can help the Church get its bearings in a world without Biblicistic inerrancy.

1. Dogmatic Assumptions

In the pages that follow I will assume the basic legitimacy and cogency of the traditional Christian
2NIK2R2E@d ¢KI i D2R SEA&dGa FYyR A& 322R X GKFG WS
GKS . A0fS Aa (GKS ¢g2NR 2F D2R IyR KSyOS | dziK2NRGL
2N K2R2E& ONRARIKG NBftAIA2dzA 0SEASTaAL | yR KSNBae o
dogmatic theology that | will treat as finally settled.

Many Evangelicals would like to include Biblicist inerrancy in any list of dogmatic assumptions, but this
dogma is neither a standard view among Christiadsu@fe nor is it theologically sensible in light of the
strong evidence against it.
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2. The Problem of Scripture

Evangelical tradition commonly holds that God, in giving us Scripture, shielded it from the errant
AYyTFiEdsSyOSa 2F Ada FAYAGSS FILifSy KdzYly | dziK2NA®
laudable and in many respects traditional, it does not come without an apparent intellectual price. The
evidence against this view either is or appears to be very strong. Let me begin with one brief, clear and
. fairly innocuous example of the problem that confronts Evangelicals. My example comes from the life of
. Judas, the man who betrayed Jesus. Consider the two accounts of his death provided below:

Matthew 27:3-8

When Judas, his betrayer, saw that
Jesus was condemned, he repented
and brought back the thirty pieces
of silver to the chief priests and the

Acts 1:18-19

Now this man [Judas] acquired a
field with the reward of his wick-
edness; and falling headlong, he
burst open in the middle and all
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pieces of silver in the temple, he dama, that is, Field of Blood.

departed; and he went and hanged

himself. But the chief priests, taking

OT1T wxDl ET UwOil wUPOYT UOQWUEPEOW?2 ( DwbUwdOU w
lawful to put them into the treasury,

UPOET wUT 1T awEU] WEOOOEWOOOI ad~» ww
i conferring together, they used them

to buy the potter's field as a place to

bury foreigners. For this reason that

. field has been called the Field of

i Blood to this day.

i 01 Uw

It is easy to see the differences in the two accounts. In the first Judas dies by hanging, in the second by a
violent fall; in the first Judas returns the money, in the second he keeps it; in first the priests bought the
field, in the second Judas bought it; in the first the field is named for its function as a burial plot, in the
a4SO02yR Ala yIFrYS O2YYSY2NrGdSa WdzRIF aQa RSIFOGK® 2 KAf
GKFEG 020K FITNB LI NIfeé NAIKGE L R2yQi aSS Kz2g GKSe@
The difficulty that | have just cited involves a tensiathin the Bible between two different texts.
Another sort of tension appears when the Biblical text does not square with evidence outside of the Bible,
i asjs thg case Whep the biblical and scigntifiAc evidenge do not cohere. {mom,m exampIeAapp(,eaArs in
. DSySaiAa OK® mXZ gKSNB D2R Aa alAR 02 ONBFGS | aFA
above it (see Genesis 60 @ ! & G KS 3IANBI G / KNAR&AGALY SES3ISGS W2k
FyR 2LIJ2aSR (2 02YY2y aSyasS iKFdalvid&Bitks, ndvrtBeless| G SN
that this is what the text says. He further concluded that this was not correct and probably reflected how
ancient, uneducated Israelites understood the structure of the cosmos. His surmise has turned out to be
NAIKGZ &a8AyOS I yOASyid GSEGE YR LAOGIINBEE RA&AD2ISN
even the advanced societies of Egypt and Mesopotarbielieved that there were waters above the
KSI @Sya X ¢tKS &a1@& A& ofdzS 0S50rdzAaS GKSNB A& ¢l
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; examples: Some texts depict God changing his mind and others claim God never changes (cf. Géhesis 6:6
. James 1:17). Some texts describe God as having a physical body and others strongly assert he does not
 KF@9S I 02R& o00F® LalAIK cYMT !'Y2a cdYMT W2KYy nYHN
| Yahweh, and others explicitly claim that they did not know his name (cf. Genesis 28:16; EXe®8u©a

GSEG area GKFd D2RQa LIS2L) S aK2dA R o602Af GKS tlaa
16:7;Exodus 129} 2 YS GSEGa LISNN¥AGGSR LaN» St (2 al ONKRTFAOS

0dzAf G 6KAETS 20KSNAR RARY Qid4; LS8tiIg A7¢B). Tihkra are tex®©fhab 5 S dzii
CLINRPYAEAS 2dRIYSYU 2y GKS OKAfRNBY 2F aAyySNaAZ |y
| the sins of their parents (cf. Exodus 20:5; Deuteronomy 24462 YS G SEdGa | @SNI (K
. RAG2NDS dzyoStAS@OAY3 alkRdzaSazr +FyR 20KSNBE-1GT & dGKI G

. Corinthians72lmc 0 28 KI ¢S | GSEG GKIG alreéea wSadaQa FlY

says they were from Bethlehem (cf. Luke-2;Matthew chs. 12); in a related matter, we have a text that
says Jesus moved to Nazareth soon after his birth and also a text that says this happened years later (cf.
. Luke 2:3940; Matthew ch. 12). We have a text that says idolaters are without excuse for their sinful

' idolatry, but also one that claims God has overlooked their ignorant worship of idols (cf. Roma28;1:18

| Acts 17:2931). One text says that David was an adulterer and murderer, and another portrays him as

' wholly righteous and innocent (cf. 2 Samuet 1 Chronicles). One text says King David paid 50 shekels

L 2F aAf @OSNI F2NJ LaANI St Qa GSYLX Sf gadoll 3 Samliey2B 2411y 2 i K S NJ
. Chronicles 21:25). We have a text that says the world will inevitably hate Christians, and another that

. encourages Christians to pursue peace with all people (John-23;1il8ebrews 12:14). We have a text that
claims God is not willing for anyone to perish, and another that seems to say he predestines human beings
to eternal judgment (2 Peter 3:9; Romans-24). On the scientific front, the Bible ostensibly suggests the
earth is a few thousand years old, yet science that tells us it is billions of years old. The Bible says human
beings were created on day 6 of a-dixy creation process, and science that tells us human beings were

| created through a complex evolutionary process that took millions of years. The Bible claims that there was
i a worldwide flood, and geological and biological evidence proves that this never happened.

| In some cases the apparent contradictions and problems that | have just outlined can perhaps be
CAKIENY2YyAT SRE Ay &2YS g6l e& 2N 20KSNXY C2NJ AyaidlyosSs
I O02dzyia 2F WdzRI4aQ RSIFOK 60KS | O02dzyi Ay al GGKSg
Jewish midrash rather than the conventions of biography or histtfrthis is right, then there is no real
KAaU2NROIE O2y Tt A00 o0SG6SSy UK & faitdwould sapduite OF £ & 2

G2N] FofSy O2yQPBAYyOAYy3 az2fdziAazyasd LF ¢S GF1S GKS
clear as it can possibly be that its authors were not wholly consistent with each other, nor does it appear
that they were wholly right about all matters of science and history. So like any other book, the Bible
appears to be a historically and culturally contingent text and, because of that, it reflects the diverse
. viewpoints of different people who lived in different times and places. In other words, Scrigtaglition.
Dt SNKFLA FdZAK2NRGEFEGAGBS GNIRAGAZY X odzi GNIRAGAZ2Y X
observations make the Bible, as the word of God, look all too human.

Yet the problems just cited are not, in my view, the most serious difficulties that Christians face in the
Bible. More troublesome are those cases where a biblical text espouses ethical values that not only
contradict other biblical texts but also strike us as downright sinister or evil. Consider this example:
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Matthew 5:43-45 Deuteronomy 20:16-18

8OUwWI EYI wil EUEwWUT E Buuas tbuthre Fowns OffhBsé peapte8 O U w
shall love your neighbor and hate that Yahweh your God is giving you
adUlUwl 61 0ad > w! U0 w( askiaherithfoe ydd th@sunetd@y 1 w
your enemies and pray for those who  anything that breathes remain alive.
persecute you, so that you may be You shall annihilate them | the Hit-
children of your Father in heaven; for  tites and the Amorites, the Canaanites
he makes his sun rise on the eviland  and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the
on the good, and sends rain on the Jebusite$ just as Yahweh your God
righteous and on the unrighteous. has commanded, so that they may not

teach you to do all the abhorrent

things that they do for their gods, and

you thus sin against Yahweh your

God.

These words from the lips of Jesus and the Law of Moses are profoundly different. How can one biblical
text admonish us to love our enemies and another command Israel to commit genocide against ethnic
groups because they have a different religion?

¢CKS LINRBOESY YR AdG&a a02LJS INBF a4dzZA3SadiSRI L GKA)
Canaanite city of Jericho:

So the people [of Israel] shouted, and the trumpets were blown. As soon as the people heard the sound
of the trumpets, they raised a great shout, and the wall fell down flat; so the people charged straight
FKSFIR Ayid2 GKS OAaAde FyR OI LI dzNBrem By theedgerofdhe G KS @
sword all in the city, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys (Josk2E) 6:20

Here Israel is rewarded by military success because, in the book of Joshua, righteousness amounted to
obediently exterminating Canaanite men, women, children and animals. In fact, in the theology of
Deuteronomy and Joshua this was a ritual adteemX | NA Gdz- £ 2F O2YLX SGS RS
Canaanites and their belongings to Gdd.this ritual act, God demands that any natural tendency to
GakKz2g YSNOee¢ Ay tA3IKIG 2F GKS SySyeQa KdzylFyiaide Yd:

There is a tendency among more conservative Christians to imagine that the ethical problem referred
G2 KSNBE Aa NBlIffe Fy AfftdzaAz2y ONBIFGISR 60& YAaLi !l O
GKAOK aO2yiSYLRNI NE KdzYly SGKAO&¢ | NNE 3| 8nhifed LINS
R2 y20 R2dzod 0G0KFd Y2RSNY SOKAO& Ndzy |YdzO1 Ay YIly
objection carries much weight. Those familiar with early Christian theology know how much it struggled
GAOK (0KS . A0fSQa SUKAOFIfT RAOGSNEAGE® /2yAaARSNI (KS
Gregory of Nyssa (c. AD385pp 00X ¢K2 gl & RSSLIX & (NRdzoft SR 6& D2R
Passover story of Exodus:

The Egyptian [Pharaoh] is unjust, and instead of him, his punishment falls upon his newborn child, who
2y | 002dzy G 2F KA&a AYyTFlLyd 3S Aa dzylofS (2 RA&OS
LJea GKS LISylftdae 2F KAAa FlLUKSNDa SOAtI SGKSNB A
91 S1ASt>X K2 ONARSaE X G¢KS azy akKz2dzZ R y2{ adzF¥S!
reason?
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DNBE3I2NE O2y Of dZRSR GKIFIGX SGKAOFffe aLISF{Ay3dax GKS
was an allegory about sin, that directed us to quickly destroy evil before it grew too troublesome’for us.
Now my point is not whether Gregory handled the difficulty as we would, for it seems very doubtful to me,
YR LISNKILA (2 Y2ad 2F Y& NBFRSNBRI GKIG GKS FdziK
aside, his % century comment shows that the ethical problems in Scripturerarigthe result of modern
imagination run amuck.

Scripture exhibits all of the telltale signs of having been written by finite, fallen human beings who

erred in the ways that human beings usually err. If this is the case, in what sense can we say with a straight
CFLOS UKFG {ONRALIIdzNE A& D2RQ& 62NRK ! NB GKSNB |yé
C FEFAOGK YR AyGaSttSOGdzatte Kz2zySad NBaLSOUAy3d UKS

that are useful for confronting the challenge at hand.

But before we move ahead, it seems to me that one point must be made. Even though conservative
Evangelicals can create ad hoc scenarios that seem to preserve the doctrine of inerrancy, the cognitive
| dissonance created is considerable. In fact, | would argue that straightforward evidence against this
doctrine is demonstrable, and so it should not be granted any kind of fundamental status in the Christian
faith. | agree with our venerable Evangelical forefather, James Orr. Although he was a contributor to the
. classic expression of Evangelical theologiha Fundamental$e clearly saw the intellectual and
GKS2t23A0f RIY3ISNE Ay AYSNNIyOey ahyS YlFeé& LXSIFR
O Kla FT2NJAGA LAY G2 SEOtdzRRS [tttz S¢Sy GKS tSrads
| assumption which there is nothing in the Bible really to support. It is perilous, therefore, to seek to pin
CR2e6y FLEAGK G2 AG & PEvenimdrdisdus dayfharghis{itlisfcleak tvatigendidy i§ O S
| an intellectual disaster.

' 3. Some Ancient Solutions

| | do not want to give the impression that the kinds of problems | have outlined above have gone
. unaddressed among orthodox Christians. Christian interpreters have long recognized that the Bible
. presents us with interpretive challenges and apparent contradictions. How did men like Augustine, Gregory
the Great, Aquinas, Calvin and Wesley handle these kinds of difficulties?

First, | wish to point out that our forefathers were generally sensitive to the way that their
interpretations of Scripture would play before n@hristian audiences, especially when it came to matters
2T A0ASYyOSo® Ly KAa O2YYSyida 2y GKS O2ayvyzfz23e& Ay
particular explanation [of Scripture] only in such measure as to be ready to abandon it, if it be proved with
. certainty to be false; lest Holy Scripture be exposed to the ridicule of unbelievers, and obstacles be placed
G2 GKSANIOOISHKASANO A yizE®Es GAY S SELINBAASR | AAYAL NI O2)
disgraceful and dangerous thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of Holy
. Scripture, talking nonsense on these [cosmological] topics, and we should take all means to prevent such
Ly SYOIFNNI &&Ay3I aAlGdzr A2y Ay 6KAOK LIS2LX S$?aK246
Augustine and Aquinas believed that Christians were responsible for the interpretations that they paraded
before unbelievers. They also believed that where the scientific evidence seemed clear and convincing, our
interpretations of Scripture would have to be adjusted accordingly.
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meaning when it appeared to be wrong. One of these strategies was allegory. As Gregory the Great once
aARZ a! yR2dzoiGSRte (KS g2NR& 2F GKS ftAGSNIt GSEQ
a2YSGKAYy3 StasS A& o0o2daisS adidk2hia I VR BREEWEE £ | GSNI w2
literal sense of these Scriptures are absurd, and apparently contrary to reason, then we should be obliged
y2i G2 AyGSNIINBG GKSY I O002NRAY3 2 "dhKsBand hdvé ibrg NI
maintained that the Bible includes several mysterious levels of meaning and have turned to these when the
so-called literal meaning seemed wrong.

| ¢tKS 20KSNJ O2YY2y AaGN)XGS3Ie F2N) al ReadzadAy3é GKS
| pinned the blame on the human audience of Scripture. John Calvin provides a good example. | have

' mentioned already that he understood the Genesis cosmology, with its heavenly waters, as an ancient and

viewpoints of the ancient audienc@ Wesley allowed for something similar in his cosmology, and also
admitted the possibility that the two genealogies of Jasus Luke and Matthew were contradictory

. because the biblical authors consulted errant Jewish genealdties. y & 2 i KSNJ dzaSa 2F al
appear in the biblical interpretation of the early Fathers of the Chafch.

But patristic uses of accommodation go beyond this. The Fathers realized that Scripture was not only

- influenced by human finiteness but also by human fallenness. This, they thought, was an obvious
implication of the significant differences between the Old and New Testament views of God, theology and
. religious practice. Why, for instance, would God allow animal sacrifices in the Old Testament if these were
| really pagan in background and would be done away with in the New Testament? Here is the answer given
by Gregory of Nazianzus, which | quote at length because it is particularly instructive:

! And therefore like a Tutor or Physician [God] partly removes and partly condones ancestral habits,
i conceding some little of what tended to pleasure, just as medical men do with their patients, that
GKSANI YSRAOAYS YI@& 06S GFr1SyzZ o0SAy3 | NI FdA t @&
! [dispensation] he cut off the idol, but left the sacrifices; the second, while it destroyed sacrifices did
i not forbid circumcision. Then, when once men had submitted to the curtailment, they also yielded
that which had been conceded to them: in the first instance the sacrifices, in the second
circumcision, and became instead of Gentiles, Jews, and instead of Jews, Christians, being beguiled
into the Gospel by gradual chang@s.

Like some of the other early Christian fathers, Gregory argues that God allowed inferior and errant

. practices in Scripture because humanity was not prepared to manage their sudden elimination. Gregory
| only hints but does not explicitly say that the eliminated practices were actually bad or evil, but Father
Justin was quite willing to say it:

‘ We also would observe the fleshly circumcision, and the Sabbaths, and in short all of your festivals,
if we did not know why they were ordained, namely, because of your sins and hardness of your

KSINIa X D2R Sy22AySR @&2dz G2 1SSL) 4KS {lo6ol 04K
have already said, on account of your unrighteousness and that of your fathers.
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Wdza GAY F2dzy R O2y FANNI GA2Y 2F KA& GASs Ay 91 S1ASH
322 Ré 0691 BThat B flustinavaswiliigdo say (following Ezekiel) that God gave his people laws
GKFG ¢6SNB y24 3I22R LINBOAAaASte 0SOlFdzaS KAA LIS2LI S
al i KSg OK® mMqpud ¢ 1Sy G23SGKSNE DNBI2NE YR Wdza
discourse is adapted to and reflects human sinfulness, and these fallen elements of biblical religion are
gradually eliminated in the course of the redemptive process.

In sum, our Christian forebears generally resolved the problems in Scripture by appeals to allegory and
accommodation. Hermeneutical flexibility was of utmost importance because the problems were many and
ASNA2dza> FyR 0SOlFdzasS GKS gAaltySaa 2F (KS / KdzZNOK ¢
believe that this twepronged approach resolves all of the difficulties we face in Scripture. But | do believe
that these earlier interpreters were on the right track.

4. The Chalcedonian or Incarnation Principle

| KNAEGALFY 2NIK2R2Eé& SYOoNI O0Sa  seStunpcreeditHat®ngimang A |y
GKFG WwWSadza / KNAad o1& oFlyR Aa0 020K RAGAYS YR K
G23SGKSNIAY | YealdSNA2dzas KelLkRadlGAO dzyA2yd ¢KAaA
SEOSLIISRE 061 SoNBgsga nYmMpO® / KNRAAGALFyYya f2y3 32 NB
out his human life as a finite perséhAthanasius (c. AD 29873) provides a good example. In his debate
with the Arians, Athanasius had occasion not only to defend the divinity of Jesus but also to explain those
texts that indicate he was subject to human limitations. Two relevant texts were Luke 2:52 and Mark 13:32,
GKAOK NBAaLISOGA®Ste alAR (KIG GKS @2dzy3 WwWSadza @3N
GKS SYyR g2dZ R 02YS X ahyfeée GKS CIFGKSNJ ly2sazé KS
1yS¢ (KSAS GKAyYy3IAZ odzi ara | Yy 1S A& A3IYy2NIyi
Ay 2Nl yOS 2 #0né knfligaSon &f khis gb3edvation (though not fully appreciated by
Athanasius) is that, humanly speaking, Jesus was a finite person who grew up in Palestine, learned Hebrew
and Aramaic, anbecameJewish.

Though theologians seldom point this out, the fact that Jesus operated mainly within the horizon of his
finite human horizon has other implications. If we assume for the sake of discussion that he was a
carpenter like his father, did he ever miss the nail with his hammer? Hit his thumb? Did he think that he left
his saw on the bench when, because he was distracted, he actually leaned it against the wall? Did Jesus
ever look across a crowded town square and think that he saw his brother James only to discover that it
was someone else? And did he estimate that the crowd was about 300 when it was really 200? To confess
that Jesus was fully human is to admit that the answer to these questions must be yes. And if yes, then this
observation surely has implications for how we think about Scripture. If Jesus as a finite human being erred
from time to time, there is no reason at all to suppose that Moses, Paul, John wrote Scripture without
error. Rather, we are wise to assume that the biblical authors expressed themaslkvesian beings
writing from the perspectives of their own finite, broken horizons.

5. Postmodern Practical Realism: What Should We Expect from Human Authors?

Gt 2a0Y2RSNYAAYE KlFa | LIR2NI NBLziFGA2Yy AY 9@ y3aAs
LI2a0Y2RSNY (K2dAKizZ 2yfe 2yS 2F gKAOK YA3IKG o6S O
of postmodern tradition is not only amenable to the faith but actually provides valuable resources for our
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theological reflection on Scripture. | will explain these theological benefits through a brief survey of the
history of epistemology and hermeneutics.

We could begin our survey at many points in history, but for our purposes the French philosopher René
Descartes (1591 c pnd0 LINRPGARSa || 322R AGFNIAYy3 LRAYyLGD | A&
0SAy3da O2dzZ R IILAYy AYyRdzwAGlFIo6fSE AYyO2NNAIAGES (y2
0S oNRPy3Id 5SA0FNISE 60S3AlYy gA0GK GKS FaadzyLliAazy
NBI 42y dé 2Ke: GKSYyI R2 KdzYly oSAy3a SOSNI RAal INB
surmised that the problem was human tradition; our rational capacities are unduly clouded and warped by
CUKS UN}YRAGOAZ2Yya 2F 2dz2NJ NBaLSOGAYS FLYAfASa yR az
by STF2NL G2 4Sall LISé 2N aNR&aS Fo620S¢ GKSasS GNIR
| this view of epistemology adodern Realism

¢ K2dzaK a2RSNYy wSIFIfAay RS@GSt2LISR 20SNJ I fSy3adake
rather shortlived. Philosophers living in the last days of philosophical Modemisant, Hegel,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Heidegggradually revealed that the epistemic project of Modern Realism
' gla R22YSR Fftf Fft2y3 G2 FFrAEtYE F2NJAG | ALIANBR (2
in and are formed by culture and, because of this, we inevitably begin our pursuit of the trutiwitbm a
Odzf GdzNF £ GNIRAGA2Y D LYy 2dzNJ &S NOK F2NJ 6KS Nzl K=
C OdzNNBy G 2F GNIRAGAZ2Y 2NJ F3IFAyad AGX odzi GNIFRAGA?ZR
always pushed here and there by the current in ways that we do not realize. There is no such thing as a

' Broadly speaking, this correct observation about the role of tradition in human life has yielded two

schools of postmodern epistemic thought. One of these begins by agreeing with Modernism on this basic
| point: tradition doesblind us to the truth. And if tradition inevitably shapes us, and if it also blinds us to the
C UNHzOKE AG F2tt26a (GKIFG KdzYly o0SAy3a aAavyLte R2 y2

tradition. This approach to epistemology is usually caflatrealismor Non-Realisnin that it denies any
connection between what we think about reality and reality it¥8luman beingsreated (i K S (i NHzii K € «
; The other school of postmodern thought is callRgctical Realistft Unlike Antirealism, it holds that
tradition does not blind us to the truth but rather turns out to be the practical, adequate and useful way
GKFO KdzYly o6SAy3a 3INFaLl AGed . dzi GKA& 3INFaLl Aa y?2
O2y Aydzzy 6S06SSy o0SUGGSNIFYR LI22NBNI X Al OFy 68
cases, human knowledgevisolly adequatdor the needs of our situation. But what, precisely, is the
YEIEGdz2NBE 2F GKAA dal RSljdzr iS¢ O2NNBfFGA2y 06S06SSy Ay
. Unlike Modern Realism, which posits an actual-éoreone correspondence between interpretation

| and fact, Practical Realism accounts for interpretive success in terms of analogy. Our understanding of
NEBIfAGE Aad ANRIKGE 6KSYy 2dz2NJ Y2RSE 2N O2yOSLJi 27
gKIFEG ¢S GNBAY3I (G2 R2d® ¢KS NBadzZ 0 Aa ySOSNI GaiKS ¢
. warped in some way or other.

Practical Realism dovetails nicely with the Christian tradition, for Christian orthodoxy likewise holds that
KdzYly o6SAy3a INBE FAYAGST FLtftSy ONSLI-eyexeBmintike y S
thinks here of the biblical story of Job, which teaches that Job saw the truth better than his friends and yet
YSAGKSNI KS>Y y2N 6KSex alg GKS g2NIR a D2R asSSa
he finally repents because he got it wrong. All human perceptions, even the best, are partial and warped.
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This is true for you and for me, but atsand this is a very important pomtfor the human authors of
Scripture. We will tease out some of the implications as we move along, but a fairly obvious implication is
GKFG 3F322R GKS2f238 gAff y20 0SS O2yiSyd sAGK | ye
voices, taken together, give us the fullest understanding of God and his voice.

6. Speech Act and Generic Theory: A Partial Solution
Some scholars believe that the problems in Scripture are more perceived th&f Giaén the

LI2a0Y2RSNY (dz2Ny> (KSe& INB &l @o@ge Sy2dzZaAK G2 | RYAQ
Ol asSa GKS& FNBdzS GKIFG { ONARLIGdz2NBEQa GNXzS adzmaidly
CSEFYLX ST t£SG dza | aadzyS GKFG GKS Ozavyzftz23de 2F D
F02@S GKS KSIF@Syaodé | {LISSOK ! OG GKS2NRAG o6f A

Y2RSNY &OASYUGAFTAO adl yRIFNRa odzi gAfft | & thething2 Ay i
he was trying to accomplish in Genastsad nothing to do with scienc8l Sy OS G KS | dzi K2 ND &
cosmology was not an error in his discourse. Variations on this theme focus on the genre of the Bible,
 4dz33SadGAy3IT FT2NI AyaldlyOSs GKIFIG DSySara Aa yza |
0SSl OKSa 322R GUKS2f23ed Ly SaasSyoSz AT { ONX LI dzNB
of discourse that it is.

| In certain respects this solution is not so different from the older use of allegory by the Church Fathers.
But this newer embodiment of the genre solution is more sophisticated and, to my mind, truer to the
Chalcedonian Principle. It not only allays the impression that God errs in Scripture but also maintains that
Scripture is expressed through ordinary human discourse rather than through mysterious allegories. The

. result is a very flexible approach to Scripture that can theologically assimilate many oft¢héesb

Gl daadz2NBR NBadzZ 6a¢ 2F Y2RSNY oAofAOFft aO0OK2f |l NERKAL
_ While attending to the genre of Scripture certainly helps us understand it better and often reveals that
CYlye 2F {ONRLIGdZNBEQa 2aiSyaArofsS aLINROfSYaé I NB y2
Cff 2F GKS RAFTFAOdZ GASad C2NBY2altedchithatedds a y 23 S
. demands the slaughter of Canaanites and commands us, through Christ, to love our enemies. This obvious
. theological tension demands a more robust solution.

7. Theological Hermeneutics: Another Step Forward

Ge¢KS2t23aA0Ft LYGSNIINBGIFGAZ2YE 2N a¢KS2ft23A01F |
biblical interpretation characterized by itseeda) ecumenicalbiblicalandtheologicalcharacter® It is
creedalin that its participants embrace the Christian tradition and its great statements of theological
| orthodoxy, such as the Nicene Creed and Definition of Chalcedomcliisenicabecause it acknowledges
' that those creedal boundaries leave room for a wide variety of legitimate faith expressions and
commitments. Scholars from Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox communities, some more
| conservative and others more liberal, are all welcomed to the table of discussion and debabélicas
because its participants take Scripture seriously and believe that a thoughtful, informed engagement with
the Bible is essential for the health of the Church. Many players in the movement come from traditions
where this has not always been the case. Finally, the movemémtadogical It is committed to the
Chalcedonian Principle that Scripture is both divine and human and that, because of this, it presents
theology through the limited perspectives of the human horizon. As a result, one cannot simply read
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CGKS2f238 2FF 2F (GKS . Ao0fSQa LI 3ASAT 2yS Ydzad NBI
 20KSNJ oAotAOHt GSEGAa FyR (G2 D2RQa ©2A0S8 Fa Al aL
| One common feature in the Theological Interpretation movement is that it is often uninterested in
|
| Scripture. What i$Sodsaying through this text? This is deemed to be the really important question.
C {G0SLIKSYy C2¢f KIFra fdzOARfe& LRAYGSR 2dzi ¢gKe& (KS2f 213
Fd FN¥YQa fSy3dkKY aLT GKSNB Oly 2yfeée 6S 2yS tAGSN
RAFTFAOMzA G AF y20G AYLZaaroftsS G2 F@2AR GKS 2Okl NBS
. other words, theological interpreters are as troubled as anyone else by the errors and problems in
 { ONR LI dzNB Q& 2 NRAYI NBE KdzYl'y RA&O02dz2NES® 9aaSyudaAlftf
2F O0SOGUSNIFYR Y2NB dzaSTdzZ GaRAGAYS YSIyAy3Iae GKIQ
Scripture.

2KAfES L FdzZte F3INBS OGKIFG 2dzNJ dzf GAYFGS 321K Ay
argue that we pursue this best by listening carefully to those chosen by God to speak for him: the human
| authors of Scripture. But to move in this direction fruitfully, we will need to discern an approach to
Scripture that accomplishes at least two things. First, it must maintain that the human beings who wrote
Scripture spoke for God without implicating God in their errors. And secondly, it should explain how the
- diverse human voices in Scripture, sometimes in tension and on occasion in open contradiction, can be
AYGSaANIGSR Ayid2 I O2KSNBy(d dzyRSNEGFIYRAY3I 2F (KS?2

8. A Key Analogy: The Problem of Creation and the Problem of Scripture

; The accommodation theology of the Church Fathers and Calvin comes tolerably close to meeting the
g2 OKIffSy3aSa L KI@S 2dad fFAR 2dzid LG K2f R& (K

. fallen human condition. If we then set to one side these instances of accommodation, we can embrace the
 NBad 2F {ONALIIdzZNB |a dNMzikK GKFd €SFRa G2 | O2KSN
. accommodationist approach, in a nutshell.

| Two problems persist in this hermeneutical tactic. First, accommodation does not adequately address
thesoOI fft SR GRIN] &aARS¢ 2F { ONALI dzNB o LYy GKS OF as
0KF D2R al O02YY2RIGSR¢ KAYaStF G2 GKS Iyoxsyu
RzyQﬂ GKAY1l OGKFG GKAA &az2fdziAzy Aa YdzGdachysashaS al G A
slaughter our enemies. The second problem is that accommodation errantly imagines that the problems in
Scripture arise only in discrete circumstances. But if the insights of Practical Realism and traditional
orthodoxy are right, then it follows that all human viewpoints in Scripture (not merely a few here and

there) are misshaped in some ways or others by the broken human condition. So, though the patristic use
of accommodation provides an important clue for our theological work, respecting the problem of

. Scripture it is not a solution that wholly suits our postmodern situation. We will have to move in the

| patristic direction but travel the path farther than they did.

OGSNNRNE YR S@Ata GKFG FNB dzyalldSF{1FofS X NFLSa:
indescribable. Given that God has created everything that exists, how do Christians avoid the possible
60a2YS a1SLIWGAOCa g2dd R ale AYySOAGFIot SO AYLIX AOFGAZ2Y
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LAYYSR 2y D2RK C2f f 2 g A-g2aChtistiadstdépinati€atl/ladlertihgt they @afrios/ist  y
broken because of human sifiSo it is not God, but human beings, who are finally culpable for the messy
AARS 2F ONBFIiA2yd / NBFGA2Y Aa 3I22R YR 0St dzii A Fdz
because of human influence.

To make the point clearer, imagine with me a beautiful painting by Renoir or Monet. And then imagine
that someone seizes the painting, rips it from its frame, crumples it up and stomps on it for about ten
minutes. What does one end up with? One ends up with a beautiful painting that is everywhere warped
and twisted. In some places the former beauty of the unmolested painting is more visible than in others,
but there is no quarter of the painting that has escaped the damage. This, | would say, suitably describes
D2RQa&a ONBIlI A2y ®d LG A& 0SFdziAFdzZ odzi fa2 oNR{Sy:
0SFdzi AFdzf FNRY ¢KIFI{iQa y20 . SOlFdzaS AG Aa (GKS 322

And now my main point in this part of the paper. Just as we can maintain that the created order is
D2RQ& 3I22R ONBIFGAZ2Y 61 NLISR o6& (KS ¥FltfiteRthraughahd & A Y
to a fallen world through fallenmenA & 602G K 0SF dziAFdzZ YR ONRB]1SYy® b2
human authors, and the book that they wrote, stand in need of redemption.

9. The Redemption of Scripture: Biblical Examples

Scripture is a casualty of the fallen cosmos. | have adduced evidence for this assertion by highlighting
numerous tensions and contradictions in the Bible, including ethical tensions, and also by demonstrating
the some of the besknown Church leaders in history have admitted that Scripture indeed reflects divine
F O02YY2RIGA2ya (G2 KdzYFyiadeQa FrLettSy O2yRAGAZ2Y D
should be able to adduce direct and explicit biblical evidence that Scripture is in need of redemption and
that God is working to redeem it. | believe that this evidence is readily available in Scripture. There are
numerous examples that | could site, but here | will refer to only two, one from the Old Testament and one
from the New.

It is commonly imagined in popular thought and, even in some scholarly circles, that if there is any
NERSSYAy3 (G2 0S R2YyS 6A0GKAY {ONRLIIdzZNBE AG g2dzxZ R o
f SGOSNI {Afftas odzi GKS ALIANRGO 3IAGSAE fAFSZ¢ az (2
redemption within the Old Testament itself. Consider the parallel Old Testament texts below:

Deuteronomy 5:9 Ezekiel 18:2-4
| the LORD your God am a jealous 23T 1T wi EON T U0wWl EYT wi EVUI OwUOUUwWT UL
God, punishing children for the and the children's teeth are set on
iniquity of parents, tothethirdand 1 ET 1 2 wow Uw( wODPYIlI OWUEaAUwWUT T w+ QU
fourth generation of those who re- God, this proverb shall no more be
ject me used by you in Israel. Behold, all

souls are mine; the soul of the father
as well as the soul of the son is mine:
the soul that sins shall die.

(NN After Inerran(éy: Jioes
Evangelicals and the Bible in a Postmodern Age
BY KENTON SPARKS



BIOLOGOS

FOUNDATION The BioLogos Foundation « www.BioLogos.org/projects/scholar-essays

While these texts undoubtedly refer to the same basic theological issue (whether children suffer for the
sins of their parents), the respective authors oppose each other on the fundamental principle. The earlier
author of Deuteronomy believed that God is a jealous sort who punishes children in such cases, whereas
the later author, Ezekiel, could not countenance this view of God. He explained at length why this
intergenerational approach to punishment is an injustice unbecoming of true divinity. In making this move,
Ezekiel sought to redeem an earlier portrait that mistakenly painted God in unflattering colors.

CNRY G(G(KS bSsé ¢SaidlYySyid 6S KI@S |y SEIFYLXS).ITFNRY
have in mind the way that Jesus casts his teachings in contrast to the Old Testament law. Here are some
examples:

LG ¢l a Fftaz2 alAR woé& az2aSaeés a2K2SOSNI RAG2NDSa
say to you that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, causes her to commit
adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery (Matthew-3231

l ,2dz KIS KSIFENR GKFd AdG ¢l & arAR woe az2aSaeéxedl
’ you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also
(Matthew 5:3839).

,2dz KIS KSINR GKIFIG AdG ¢l a aFrAR woé az2asSaéx a, :
say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you (Matthewd%)43

' In all three of these instances, Jesus quotes the law of Moses and then offers, as his own teaching,

| something that negates it or even amounts to its opposite. He takes a particularly strong stand against the

[ 6Qa @OA2fSyd adNBF{1Z &adzOK |a Ada €S3Ft RSYFYyR
¢ KS ASN)Y2Yy FLIJSEFENBR a2 O2y NI NEB G2 GKS [Fe¢g OGKIG

L GKEFEG L O KFE@GS 02YS G2 o2t A&AK GKS fl g 2N GKS LINELK
5:17). Though we are Christians and of course believe him on this point, we cannot help but ask: How can it
be that Jesus fulfills the Law bgversingts teachings?

We are able to get an answer to this question by attending closely to other texts in the same gospel, the
gospel of Matthew. We are particularly fortunate that, in one of his confrontations with Jewish leaders,
Jesus repeats and expands on his teaching that divorce should not be permitted as the Law of Moses
adza3asSadae 2SS KFE@S Fd 2dzNJ RAaLRalt 020K 0KS OKI ff
them:

¢tKSe al 02 KAYI G2Keé (GKSY RAR a2adaSa O02YYlI YR «
KSNKE¢ | alAR (2 UGKSYZI énreaited that BosésallowedzioSto diverde ¢ S NI
% @2dzN) 6 A PS&ax odzi FNRY GUKS o0SIAYyYAYy3aI Al ¢l a y20

According to Jesus, in this case, at least, the Law of Moses did not offer the Jews a proper path for healthy
living. It offered instead a regulation designed and suited for Hegarted, unspiritual persons. So it
Ffft206a GKIFIG GKS Fdzf FAfEYSyd 2F GKA& tF¢g |Y2dzyids$s
or negation® For unlike Moses, Jesus did not permit divorce for any and every reason.
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| would add as well that even the New Testament, in spite of its special position and redemptive role in
the canon, is by no means fully redeemed. It still envisions slavery as an acceptable social practice,
YEAYUlrAya + OSNB 26 @OASe 2F 62YSy G LRAYyGa oalL

A

YFYT aKS Aa (2 1SSL) aAtSyidé0x GKNRga SGKYyAO &af dzN
Jfdzid2yaé¢ovs yR AyOfdzRSa tl dzZ Qa Fy3aINER gAaK GKI G
SYIF&aO0dA I 6 S* G KSYasSt gSavé

¢CKS . A0fSY 6A0GK Ada Go2 ¢SadGrySyidas LXlea | QA
a0SIRe YR @rfdzZ 6tfS 3FdzARS FT2NJ D2RQa&a LIS2LX S |a GK
. ultimately, the redemption of both Testaments, and of the cosmos and humanity, is accomplished by the
| death, burial, resurrection, ascension and return of our savior, Jesus Christ. Until that final day comes, we
. shall continue to struggle with the problems of pain and suffering, and with the problems in Scripture.
These areur problems that Christ has graciously taken upon himself.

10. Reading Scripture After Inerrancy

l How shall we read Scripture? And how shall we organize its diverse witnesses into a theological whole?
. These are questions that naturally come to mind once we have rejected inerrancy and the hermeneutical
approach that it seems to imply. In this part of my discussion | will try to formulate some key elements in a

| theological agenda that takes Scripture seriously without entailing adeteticq S NB 2SOl A2y 2F
genuine humanity.

a. Scripture as Ancient Human Discourse

God gave us Scripture in words written by many ancient authors in diverse social and historical

| contexts, so it seems to me that we best honor this design by treating the Bible as the ancient text that it is.
If we wish to read the Epistle to Romans well, wetnjlli 2 NBE OSA @GS AdG | a t I dzf Q& &
' NBOSA@GS Al o0& AYF2NN¥AYy3I 2dz2NB St @Sa lo2dzi GKS KAadl
| feasible¥Ly | aSy&aSs D2R &aLlSI1&a (G2 da Ay w2Ylya & 68
first century Christians in Rome. So, as Augustine pointed out long ago, a healthy approach to Scripture
takes seriously the significant historical and cultural gap that separates the original discourse from its later
readers® Reading the Bible in this way requires that, insofar as possible, we should inform ourselves about
GKS FyOASYy(d O2y(SEG 2F {ONARLIIdZNB X | o62dzi GKS KAA
languages, and the kinds of literature and genres used in antiquity. Others have ably written on these
matters, so there is no need to advance a-fldtiged interpretive agenda at this poifitBut | will offer a

few basic observations.

i vFiArst', our attempt toldiAscern tpe aims, intentiong and iqleas of a biblical a,utt]o[ will not provide a A
C ORSUSNXYAYIFUS YSIFEYyAYy3IE UuKFEOGO 3dzZr Nk yasSsa ¢S gAtft 3S
understand what someone else has said in a conversation can fail, so my attempt to understand Scripture

Oy FlLAt® {2 2dzNJ LJzNBdzA G 2 F anKi®podahtgdafbr@dading | dzi K 2 NI
Scripture; it does not provide a target that we can actually see and strike with our arrows of certainty. We

AAYLX & R2y QG (y2¢ AT 6SQ@S | OhGdzrffte dzyRSNEG22R
aSyasS 2F O2yFARSYOS Ay 2dzNJ dzy RSNRGIYRAY3I 2F { ONR
AGé Ay 2dzNJ FGaGSYLWG G2 dzyRSNEGFYR D2R FyR (KS Kdzy
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Second, our attempts to read and understand Scripture should never be reduced to a singular pursuit of
0KS FdziK2NR&a AYa YR AyiSydAz2yao ! dziK2NBR | faz C
sense), and there are any number of other things that might interest readers. Good interpretation will ask
questions like: What was the author thinking and feeling? Why did the author write? What does the author
wish for readers to do, feel or believe? Is the author right or wrong? Wise or unwise? And then there are
other questions, still quite legitimate, that have little or nothing to do with the auther se What does
the text tell us about the social world of ancient Jews and Christians, or about the history of Israel and the
Church? How does the theology in this text compare with the theology in another text? What can we learn
- about the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek languages from the text? Did this author get his history right? And
| even further afield, we could ask what modern sociology, anthropology, psychology and theology tell us
. about a given book of the Bible, respecting both its author and implied audience. Though these kinds of
historical, linguistic, sociological and theological questions may be quite foreign to the intentions of the
particular biblical authors, there is no reason that readers should not put these queries to the biblical text
and benefit from the answers.

b. Discerning Unity from Biblical Diversity

When we read the Bible with historical and contextual sensitivity, we discover fairly quickly that
Scripture does not speak consistently on all matters. It is a diverse book written by numerous authors and
editors who addressed a variety of differing situations. Sometimes their discourses are contradictory and,
' in extreme cases, on the verge of what we would in other situations call vice. But in many other cases we
 FAYR { ONRA LI dzNBE Q& dzyRSyAl 6fS o6Sldziées a AG SyO2dzN
andselflda I ONAFAOS® LT GKAa Aada NAIKG X AF { ONR LI dzNB &l
 K2NRT2ya X GKSy K2g¢g Oty ¢S LIASOS G23SGKSNJ+ dzaST
| relationship with us? How can the Bible, as a diverse and broken book, serve as a primary source of our
. theological insight? Here | will sketch out the contours of an approach that addresses these concerns.

CANBGZ AT 6S 1SSLI AY YAYR (KIFG SOSNEB GSEG Ay {¢
then we are reminded thereby thatll of Scripturgeven its most broken elements, speak a word from God.
CKSNB Aa y2z2z YySSR 02 NBa2NI G2 az2yS 1AyR 2F¥ aObyz2
theological conversation.

{SO2YR> AYy &LAGS 2F {ONALIIdzZNBEQa 20QA2dza RADSNA)

FaaSYof SR oeé SﬁxuzNﬁ YR (GKS2ft23Al y pK2 a2dAaAKI0G
NERSYLIGAGS LIy G2 Ldzi AG NARIKIGT GKS&@ 4gSNB aGaead
K2t S ONBIF(GSa (GKS AYLINBaairzy 27 | OzKSNBVm aid2Ne
' 0S3IAya 6AGK D2RQa ONBIFdGA2Yy 2F GKS O2avyz2a | yR Kdzy
 STF¥SOGaszs GSadAaFTaSa (2 D2RQa NBRSYLIWAGS ¢g2N] G2 L
/ KNAadGQ&a NBUGdNY yR I FAyFf NBOl2yAy3 2F Fft GKA

Ga02NE 62NI Ré £ (SNYI (*ARaBer, a2 eshli& ISewldigh Kds Rointe$outf thed S A
. Bible seeks to explain what is actually going othigiworld, whether we realize it or not, and invites us to
seethisworld inacertainway’¢ 2 65 &dzNBX (KS d0G2NEBQa dzyAaidée A& ac
LISNFSOGT FFOGSNIFEftX Fy SENIeé FYyR AYLRNIFYyd StSYS
reward for doing so. But again, on the whole, the coherence and shape of the biblical story gives us
important clues about how to organize our theology.
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In particular, the shape of the biblical story explicitly points us to a third principle for organizing our
GKS2ft238d bl YStex 2dzNJ 6KS2f 238 aK2dzZ R 3INI yd LINA?2
the redemptive significance of his resurrection, ascension and eventual r&tiitre entire canon of
Scripture, with its first testament leading up to Jesus and the second reflecting back on his life, is oriented
I NPdzy R GKS NBGStIl A2y 2F D2R Ay [/ KNRARAGP W2KyQ&a 13
itself but rather by embracing it as a testimony that points us to Jesus-@RBAs Augustine pointed out,

I G/ KNAaAG2O0OSYiINROé¢ NBIFRAY3I 2F {ONRLIIdzZNBE gAftt yI i
gK2tfS t1 6 A& adzYYSR dzZLlJ Ay GKS g2NRaz a[2@0S D2RZ
- and Leviticus 19:18). This will mean that we should not embrace as healthy those elements in the biblical

, text that do not conform to the litmus test of love. These dark elements attest instead to the brokenness of

. humanity and its need for love and redemption.

Fourth, my previous comment accentuates the fact that God speaks both explicitly and implicitly in
Scripture. For example, he speaks explicitly in Deuteronomy 6 when he invites us to love God with all of our
KSINIX FYR Ay aldidKSg p 6KSy KS GStfta dza G2 t20S
 YSEYAY3I aiulyRa @SNE Of2a$S G2 D2RQa YSIyAy3Ie D2R
C @SNE ANBFG RAaGIFYOS 060SisSSy (GKS KdzYhy | dziK2NRa Y
author of Deuteronomy portrays God as demanding the slaughter of Canaanites. We know from elsewhere
| Iin Scripture that this portrait of God is warped and implicitly attests to the broken condition of the biblical
author and of our world.

; ¢KS LN} OGA Ot A YLInbtchat v, @ynoderi Christiand} hat&lbettér $r&ightéandi &
 SGKAOIFT FAOSNI GKIYy GKS o0A0fAOFE | dziK2NX» wl i§KSNE
A/ byl yAGSaE GKEG 6S KIEGS® {2 6S &adlyR (23SGKSN
| in need of Christ.
| ¢CKS GFral 2F NARIKGEE NBfIFOGAYy3a GKS . Ao0fSQa RAGSNI
' NBFRAY3 2F {ONALIidzNB> ¢6KAOK dzadz-rffe 32Sa o6& ylIYS
CY2NB NBOSyilfeées aiNI2SOG2NE GKS2fz3egova !'ff 2F GKS
' D2RQ& O2yiAydzAiy3d O2ydSNEIGA2Y 6AGK KdzYkyAade 3INI
God speaks first through creation, then through the Old Testament, then in Christ, then in the New
Testament, and then through the evpresent and continuing voice of his Spirit (including its activity in and
through the Church). It is fairly easy to see that there mussdraethingright about this progressive
understanding of divine discourse, both logically and substantielggically, whenever God speaks to us,
Al 32538 gA0K GKS GSNNAG2NE GKIG GKSNB Aa az2y$s YyYsS
Substantively, the different portraits of God and religion provided in the Old and New Testaments also
adzZ33Sad LINRPINBaEad 'a GKS 1 SoONBg oNRAGSNI SELINBaasSR
CUKAYy3a G2 02YS yR y2i GKS GNHzS F2N¥ 2F (KSasS NB
GUKS tlh6 6l a IANGSYy UKNBdAzZAK az2aSaxr odzi 3INI OS IyR
NAIKGE GKSy 322 GKS2t 238 aKz2dZA R GNB (42 RAAOSNY
| at the end of that trajectory.

2 Aff GNI2SOG2NER (KS2f23& y20 fSIFIR dzaz a8 KSNBISNJ
and very reasonable concern, and we should make every effort to insure that our theological work does not
simply mime the latest social fashions. At the same time, we really must admit, | think, that trajectory
theology has always been faegaching and surprising to those on the conservative side of theology.

Trajectory theology led the early (largely Jewish) Church to embrace uncircumcised Gentiles and led the

0«
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later Church to renounce slavery and polygamy, two social institutions that were permitted in both
¢SadlrySydaoe 'yR Ay GKS OlFasS 2F atl @SNeEzI AlG ol a A
ONRGAOE 2F /KNRAGAIYyAGE X GKIFG 02 y8dde cadrivtessily$as® 2 d:
beforehand where (or how) the Spirit might lead us as it guides us in reading Scripture.

¢t K2dzZaK LQ@S y2i aLIStfSR AG 2dzi dzLJ 2 GKAA LRAYI
another (sixth) principle that should be at work in our reading of Scripture. Namely, a healthy use of
Scripture should recognize that theology can by no means depend on Scripture only. In the case of slavery,
F2NI AyadadlryoSs (KS [/ KdzZNOKQa S@Syiddzt NB2SOlAzy 27
witness, which allowed for slavery in both testaments and never pronounced full emancipation. Rather, it
RSLWISYRSR 2y (KS O2y¥tdsSy0S 2% || ¥S¢6 oAot A0t GSE
and the practical observation that things were simply going terribly for slaves. So Christian theology, as it
reads and seeks to follow Scripture, must be ready to move beyond Scripture in somé& dasgsvhen it
does so, this theological move is not foreign to the Bible but rather invited by it. That is, paradoxical as it
YAIAKG a2dzyRT AGQ& ljdA(GS o0A06ft A0t (2 3A2 o06Se2yR (K
G2 32 HKSNB GKS {ONRLIidzZNE 3I32Sa X 6S Ydzaad +Fftaz2 oS

12. Theology Beyond the Bible: Cosmos, Tradition and Spirit

LT / KNRAGALFY (KS2t23& aK2dzZ R Y20S 0Seé2yR GKS . ]
must we attend? Space does not allow me to provide adidded answer to this question, but | would like
to offer three importantbiblicalanswers to the question.

a. The Voice of Creation

First, the Bible explicitly says in Psalm 19 that the cosmos speaks foh Go:S K S| @Sy a | NB
glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night
declares knowledge. There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard (Psadm1®:d ¢ KA
principle is pressed into service most vividly in the Book of Proverbs, where basic observations about the
created order especially about the behaviors of people and sodietyveal truths that should be Written

R26y |yR S@Sy OFy2yAT SR Ay {ONRLIIdzZNE® ¢KS ! LlRadf
AyOf dzRS y2i0 2yfeée g2NRa 2F ¢gAaR2Y odzi Ftaz2 | gAlGy
1:20).

When the voice of creation is taken this seriously, and when we add to the mix that Scripture is written
by inspired but finite and fallen human beings, then it becomes clear that Christian approaches to theology
YR aOK2flINIe& AyldZANE aK2dZ R ySOSNI LIAG aD2RQa g2
listen carefully to what God has said through the sacred but broken Bible and to what he is saying through
his beautiful but broken world.

b. The Voice of Tradition

The postmodern turn has revealed that tradition is our human way of grasping and perpetuating the
ONHzGK® ¢KAa Aa OSNIIFIAyfe NAIKIZ YR AG adzada [ dnf
FRY2YAGA2Y (KI G 6S &aK2dzZ RadiichsiilKyF i 2N glSYNES  KiZ fdE KX
Y2dzOK 2NJ 6& 2dzNJ t SGGSNE oH ¢KSaalt2yAlya HYMpPUL®
reflecion! yR GKA& A& K2g Al I Oldz2 tte LIXLea 2dzi SOSy
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doctrine of the Trinity, for instance, is not clearly expressed in Scripture. Rather, the doctrine was deduced
from Scripture (and Greek philosophy!) and enshrined as creedal orthodoxy iff ttentury Nicene
/| NESR® {AYAfINIe&z GKS R23IYlI GKFG wSadzaQ (62 yI id
third kind of nature was authorized in thd'&entury Definition of Chalcedon. Even the canon itself is a
product of tradition. Early Christians debated for several centuries what books should be included and
excluded. This debate, which has never quite ended respecting the Old Testament, reached a state of
practical closure only toward the end of th& dentury at the Council of Carthage.

My main point is that nowadays everyone in the Theological Interpretation movemenangelicals
included believes that traditional creedal orthodoxy provides a fundamental touchstone for our
interpretation of Scripture. We cannot read the Bible without tradition.

O

. The Voice of the Spirit

LY TRRAGAZ2Y G2 {ONRLIIdzNBX O2avyz2asz IyR (NI RAGAZ2)
0KS OKdzZNOKSa¢ owS@StlFidA2y wYT SG Ffo0d ¢KS @2A0S
¢SaidlYSyido LG O2y@AyO0Sa (GUKS g2NIR aO2yOSIRIA Yy 3 aA
0OSFNER gAlGYySaad agAGK 2dzNJ ALIANRGE GKIFEG ¢S | NB OKAf
yYmMno |yR aKSfLA dza Ay 2dzNJ ¢S {1ySaaégd ow2Y yYHcULZ
encouragement of the Church (cf. Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12). In the book of Acts the Spirit speaks
directly to human beings, not only to apostles (Acts 10:19) but also to Christians who are not apostles and
to non-Christians (Acts 8:29; 103t 22:910). So if we take the Bible with any seriousness we will recognize
GKFG GKS @2A0S 2F GKS {LANRG Aa | ONMzOALFE @2A0S

hyS 2F G(KS Y2NB AyiSNBadGAaAy3a oroftAl0lt SEEFYLX Sa

Gentile and pralewish factions sorted out their theological differences about the JewisffTaine Jewish
party believed that all Gentile converts should convert to Jewish Christianity by receiving circumcision; for
veryobvious reasons, the Gentile party disagreed. Both sides could cite Scripture in support of their view,
0dzi Al Ydzad KI@S aSSYSR GKFG G0KS WSgA&AK LI NIéQa
. A0f ST OANDdzYOA&AA2Y gt a Iy aSIGSNyYylrt O020Sylyidé oD
lye F2NBAIYSNA 22AyAy3a GKSY oDSyS&ara mTYHTT 9EZ2R
GKS WSgAAK LI NLIed .dzi o6FaASR 2y GKS 1 2t@& {LANRGQA
decided that the Gentiles could be Christians without circumcision and without observing the Jewish law.
/ £fSENIT &z GKS 12fe {LANRGQA a@2A0S¢ O6A0& &AdzZLISNY I
pro-Gentile party. The weaker position from Scripture supported by the Spirit bested the stronger position
opposed by the Spirit.

LF GKS {LANRGQaA | OGA@GAGE A&  RSLISYRIofS GKS2f :
GNI RAGAZ2Y YR aftSG GKS {LIANRGO fSIRKE ¢KAa Aa Ly
circles®odzi AU Kl & |G fSlad 2yS 200A2dza A&GNA1S | 3L Ay.
NBfl SR (G2 D2RQa oNAROGGSY ¢62NR FyR (2 (GK2asS gKz2
the Ethiopian understand the book of Isaiah (Acts 8126 0 ® ! YR Ay t | dzf Qa (GKS2f 2:
witness in Galatians, and in the similar appeals made at the council in Acts 15, we should notice how
prominently Scripture figured in those discussions. That the Spirit might speak to the Church wholly apart
from Scripture is not entertained in these cases. While | have no desire to say what God can and cannot do
Ay GKAA 2N 20KSNJ YIFGOGSNERXE AU & S-8istlasurd, and ¥ §is ghidande G K
2T GUKS / KdZNOKXZ Aa Ofz2asSteée (GASR G2 {ONARLIidz2NB | yR
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cosmos and tradition. | freely admit that the situationght be different in the interior of Mongolia, where
0KS {LANRG awlsSria d2 YSY YR 62YSy gK2 KI @S yS@S
written word at our disposal, that word is sanctified by the Spirit as a primary source of divine discourse.
The objective nature of Scriptureas tangible words written in a bookprovides an additional point of
adroAtAde F2N GKS [/ KdzZNODKQa GKS2t23A0Ff NBFTESOGA2
embraced by the Church.

In the end, | suspect that it is not really possible to say with much precision what the Spirit does, and
how the Spirit works, as he assists us in our theological reflection. Scripture just does not say enough on
. this matter to yield any systematic conclusions. But perhaps the important point is neither deeply cognitive
| nor theoretical; perhaps it is only that God, having given us the gift of the Holy Spirit, has promised to help
L dza tAGS F fAFS GKFGO A& FNHAGTFAdA F2NIKAYDP {2 6S O
guidance, we shall receive it.

So this is our situation: we derive our theology from the broken voices of Scripture, tradition and
cosmos, and with the mysterious help of the Spirit. Good theology pursues the truth by listening to and
| coherently ordering all of these important voices. May God help us to do this well.

Conclusions

! God sanctifies and uses broken human beings to extend his grace to broken human beings. He uses me
and he uses you. And in doing so, though he in some sense cleanses us from sin, and though his Spirit is at
work in us, he does not render us sinless nor does he protect us from the foibles of errant judgment and

GKS O2yaSlidzsSyoSa 2F ftAQAYy3 Ay | FlLfttSy 62NIRd ¢K
CNBYIENJFofS odzi y2i gK2fte YealdSNRAR2dzAX F2NJ t | dzZA 0
C SEGNI 2NRAYIFNE LRoSN 6Stz2y3a G2 D2R |

| YR R28a y2i
CAa I GKS2f23A0Ff LIzZN1LR aSvear&XKK VY FSDHD 2R QA KOK2 KBS BEF 2
 p2dzf R GNMHzE & 6S KAa® dahdzNJ O2YLISGSYyOS Aa y20 2dzNJ 2

| 3:5).
f The approach to Scripture that | have sketched out here, and the doctrine of Scripture implicit in it,

' assumes that the same pattern holding for humanity in general holds as well for the biblical authors. God
sanctified broken human beings, fallen and finite though they were, and used them to convey his message
of redemption in writing. The men involved (and perhaps a few women) included countless authors and
editors, as well as those who were involved in the canonical processes that created Scripture. Insofar as
they were human beings, they were no more perfect than we are, and in sometchaemg lived even

before the appearance of Christi KS& LINRPolFofe {ySe¢g fSaa lo2dzi GKS2
Cly26d . dzi S OK O2yiUNROGdziISR Ay ¢ &a Ozyaé)\Zdza I YR
1 yiar3asS LRAyd 2N Fy3tS 2y GKAy3Ia RAGAYSS yR gt
O2y(NROGdzGSEA Ay &a2YS gl & (2 2dzNJ dzyRSNAR UGl YRAYy3 27

. spiritual nourishment.

| The problem supposedly precipitated by this untidy situation is not as serious as it first appears. We
might at first suppose that, as a result, there will be error and vice in Scripture and that this will render it

dza St Saa a I @SKAOES 2F 3INIOS FYyRZ Ay GKS LINROSa
true that human error and vice do thereby insinuate themselves into Scripture, these human properties of

{ ONR LG dzNBZ yR 2F KdzYFyAde FyR (0KS O02ayvYz2a 3ISySNI
is truly terrible in our world, and in us, can be traced back to human culpability, and all that is good and
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truet and all that is good and true in Scriptaré NB K A Ay3do G2K2 gAff NB
] 2

& R2 a
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