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Anything else you'd like to say to us.

In Dialogue With Scripture was made possible, in part, by contributions to the Episcopal Church through funding provided by the Adult Education and Leadership Development Office. This edition was assembled and edited by Linda L. Grenz, copy editor was Susan Ruel; the cover and page designs are by Kathleen McKeen who worked with Pamela W. Chan to prepare the text layout. This resource is available in hardcopy and on computer disk (WP 5.1 or ASCII, IBM compatible, 5 or 3 inch disk). All biblical quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version.
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PREFACE

The efforts of many people have gone into developing In Dialogue With Scripture and making it one of the "best-sellers" in our Church. Thousands of copies of the original text were distributed in 1986 and 1988. When the greatly expanded version was printed in the fall of 1992, it sold out in a matter of months and was reprinted in the spring of 1993. This version is again updated with new information on resources and revised directions for several methods to make them easier to use.

A chapter has been added on establishing and maintaining interpersonal boundaries in groups. The issue of sexual misconduct has dominated religious news in the past year, making all of us more aware of the potential for abuse of the power given a leader. This chapter provides straightforward suggestions on recognizing physical, emotional, and sexual abuses, on how to avoid violating boundaries, and on what to do if the leader or a group member engages in behaviors that are inappropriate, offensive, or illegal.

It is important to find ways to establish and maintain appropriate boundaries in the Christian community without becoming judgmental, punitive, or afraid of normal human interaction. The chapter in this book is designed for leaders of Bible study groups, but could be used for group leaders in any context. The Christian community as a whole will need to identify appropriate boundaries and boundary violations and to develop responsible ways for the community to respond to those violations. We need to create a norm of justice and healing for those who have been hurt, honest confrontation and mercy for the perpetrators, and reconciliation for the community. This is best done by raising the consciousness and inviting the participation of the whole people of God into a process where we are all accountable to one another for how we live together as a community.

Finally, I am heartened by the news I receive from around the country of a renewed interest in studying the Scriptures. Many dioceses have given a copy of this resource to every congregation, and several have held one-day workshops to introduce it; at each of these, some 80 to 100 people have come to spend a Saturday learning how to lead a small group in studying the Bible.

I believe we are seeing a significant trend whereby more and more people are seeking community in a small-group context. In a world in which everyone seems to be changing jobs and cities, in which families are scattered or nonexistent, and in which life seems to become busier and more alienating, there is a hunger for community and a search for meaning. Small groups of Christians gathered to "study and share, pray and care" for one another become an important, even vital part of a Christian's well-being. In Dialogue With Scripture is just one of many resources that can help your congregation develop small groups to build community and help people find themselves, each other, and God in the midst of an ever-changing world.
The Rev. Linda L. Grenz, Coordinator
Adult Education and Leadership Development
Episcopal Church Center

INTRODUCTION

Christians are a story-formed people. At the basis of every community, there are stories of how people acted in times of crisis, learned how to get along with each other in times of tranquility, and lived the values and beliefs that form the core assumptions that enable the community to survive. Those stories shape the identity, mission, political structure, and cultural perspective through which every member perceives what is real and what is valuable.

As Christians, we are shaped by the Story contained in Scripture. We hear the stories of Israel's liberation and struggles to respond to God, and the stories of Jesus Christ's ministry; we come to share a common language and perspective that helps us to recognize God's presence in current history and to identify how we can participate in the continual unfolding of God in history.

In a Scripture-formed community, people of diverse backgrounds are welcomed to share the common story. There are opportunities for them to learn the story of Scripture and the story of the community as it has struggled to remain faithful to God, and there are opportunities for them to share their perspective on the Story that comes from their different cultural backgrounds. These opportunities come in the form of dialogues between the issues and concerns of life and the challenges and assurances of Scripture. This dialogue occurs in the context of intimate vulnerability—a place where people are willing to share their feelings and concerns and accept other people's realities and concerns. The outcome of this dialogue is the possibility of encountering a new or re-affirmed sense of God's loving relationship with us and a new or renewed sense of what God is calling us to do in our immediate community and the world. Surrounding and undergirding the dialogue, the community gathers to celebrate what God has done, is doing, and will continue to do through the Word made Flesh and the flesh of our daily lives becoming the new manifestation of God's word in the world.

To be a Scripture-formed community we need to:

_ begin all our activities with prayer and Scripture;

_ use methods that help us understand and respect the scriptural story, that put the story into dialogue with the world, that increase our understanding and respect for our own experience and the issues confronting us, and that help us act in ways that will aid us as individuals and as a community to become more of what we are called to be;

_ welcome and sanction diversity, living into the conflicts that develop as a way of becoming clearer about who we are as the people of God; and,

_ develop communities of intimate vulnerability.
How do we foster a Scripture-formed community in the Episcopal Church? Parish educators often find the Episcopal Church lacking in resources similar to those listed by publishing houses associated with other denominations. Many parish education leaders want resources that provide people with a systematic study of the whole Bible, as well as studies of lectionary texts or short introductory courses.

The temptation, of course, is to try to produce the "perfect" Episcopal program. Instead, it seems far more practical to offer a way of approaching Scripture that lays the groundwork for a Scripture-formed community. Also, the church needs to provide a way for Christian educators to judge the many programs on the market and decide which may be useful for a systematic study of the Bible. Finally, it needs to provide guidelines for helping educators develop their own congregational resources.

This resource brings together the best of two earlier works, In Dialogue and Scripture Conversations, in order to offer an Episcopal approach to Bible study that respects both the text and the life experiences people bring to their encounter with the text. The hope is that with this resource in hand, people will be able to answer: What's available for Bible study that fits the needs of our parish? What guidelines are there for developing our own program of study? and How can we foster a Scripture-formed community?

In Dialogue With Scripture is arranged in four sections. It begins with a series of articles, the first of which can be used as background material for a leader or for members of a Bible study group. The remaining articles include reflection questions and can be used as the basis for a discussion about studying the Scriptures. The second section on planning includes suggestions on starting groups, promoting programs, and leading groups; this section can be used by leaders of Bible study groups or any other group leader. The third section includes a number of methods of Bible study. It is expected that groups and/or leaders will select a method and photocopy these pages for each group member to have as the group learns an approach. The last section includes over 100 reviews of resources: programs, books, videos, and computer resources. The articles, methods, and reviews can be copied and used in committees or groups. In addition, In Dialogue is available on computer disk which allows you to print your own selections. For example, you might want to add a Scripture text to a Bible study method and print it as a handout. This resource is intended to be used by clergy, Christian education staff, or group leaders to select appropriate resources for study groups, Church school, education programs for youth or adults, or ministries in specific setting (e.g., nursing homes). Individuals and groups may use the methods and articles.

We would appreciate hearing what is most helpful and what you would like to see included in subsequent editions. Please use the evaluation form at the front of the book or write to tell us about your experience with this resource.
ARTICLES


The Episcopal Church Center has obtained copyrights to publish the following articles as they appear for In Dialogue with Scripture. It would be unlawful for individuals to re-word, publish, or distribute the following articles outside the context of this document without requesting copyright permission. For more information, please write to: Ms. Pamela Chan, Episcopal Church Center, 815 Second Avenue, New York, NY 10017.

THE BIBLE AND THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH

by Joseph P. Russell and John Vogelsang1

THE ROLE OF SCRIPTURE
IN THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH

The Episcopal Church is a biblical church. The Book of Common Prayer is the key that opens up Scripture for the Episcopalian. The Word of God is the center and focal point of the Daily Office. The two-year Daily Office Lectionary provides for daily course readings from the Bible, plus a seven-week course reading of the psalms. The Office also includes a series of biblical canticles, or hymns, which are said or sung at each service. The Ministry of the Word at the Holy Eucharist consists of a psalm and readings from the Hebrew Bible, Wisdom literature, Epistles and Gospels in a three-year lectionary cycle. A person who attends daily and weekly services would hear most of the Bible read aloud over a two-year period.

The Book of Common Prayer roots the Episcopalian in the biblical experience of God's salvation. In addition to the lessons and psalms read at every service, the rites of Episcopal worship are significantly influenced by Scripture. At every service of the Holy Eucharist, the sweep of the salvation narrative set forth in Scripture is recalled in the Great Thanksgiving:

Holy and gracious Father; in your infinite love you made us for yourself; and, when we had fallen into sin and become subject to evil and death, you, in your mercy, sent Jesus Christ, your only and eternal son, to share our human nature, to live and die as one of us, to reconcile us to you, the God and Father of all. (BCP, p. 362)

Many of the hymns we sing provide another experience of Scripture in our worship. Moreover, the architecture and furnishings of some Episcopal buildings reflect the biblical story in a host of visual forms that call us together into sacred space.

Our Church places priority on the Word of God. One of Thomas Cranmer's primary concerns was to make the liturgy and the Bible available in the language of the people. His beautiful collect is heard on the Sunday closest to November 16, at the end of the liturgical year, a year in which we have heard, week after week, the biblical writings proclaimed, prayed, sung, and praised:

Blessed Lord, who caused all Holy Scriptures to be written for our learning: Grant us so to hear them, read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life, which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ. (BCP, p. 236)

The Articles of Religion (a document which we Episcopalians accept as one expression of the basic principles of our theological understanding within a particular historical and political context), clearly sets forth the primacy of Scripture:

Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation; so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article of the faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to salvation. (Article VI)

Both deacons and priests at ordination are required to declare that they "believe the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be the Word of God, and to contain all things necessary to salvation" promise to "be diligent in the reading and study of the Holy Scriptures." Bishops are "called to be one with the apostles in proclaiming Christ's resurrection and interpreting the Gospel"; they pledge to be "faithful in prayer, and in the study of Holy Scriptures, that you may have the mind of Christ." (BCP, pp. 532, 518)

There is a growing interest in Bible reading and study, stemming in part from the revision of the liturgy in the Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Episcopal churches. The revised rites of all three churches place far more emphasis on the reading of Scripture than the former rites did.

Christian education a generation ago emphasized doctrine or life application of the Christian faith; the emphasis today centers most often on looking to the biblical narrative and finding the meaning for our life in today's world. For example, oppressed people in Third World (also known as the "Two Thirds World") countries gather in "basic Christian communities" for Bible study that leads to a radical reorientation of their identity as God's people. Parishioners meet in neighborhood house churches and apply the Proper texts for Sunday's Eucharist to what is happening in their lives at the moment. Everywhere, Christian women are discovering a new sense of identity as they look again at biblical texts indicating that women as well as men are made in the image and likeness of God. On the African continent, the Anglican Church is experiencing a growth and enthusiasm reminiscent of the New Testament Church, as thousands embrace the Gospel and find their identity in the ancient biblical story—a story that unites many diverse peoples through a common spiritual ancestry.

THE EPISCOPAL STYLE OF HEARING THE WORD

An Episcopalian is most apt to hear Scripture within the context of the liturgy. During major liturgical seasons of the church year, all three readings and the psalm express a similar theme or focus. During the Sundays after Pentecost and Epiphany, the Epistles follow their own independent sequential course, while the Hebrew Bible text and the Gospel illuminate each other. Thus we hear Scripture in the context of worship and in the framework of a lectionary that has been designed with the liturgical requirements of the church in mind.

If someone were to ask us to do a word association exercise and then reads from the second chapter of Joel, our Prayer Book trained minds will immediately think, "Ash Wednesday" because the passage from Joel has been read as the first lesson at the Eucharist on that day in the Episcopal Church for generations.

`Yet even now,' says the Lord, `return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and not your clothing.'

-Joel 2.12–13a

When we read about Jesus' baptism, we place it in the context of the season of Epiphany. When we read Matthew 2:1–12, the story of the Magi, we may think of the three wise men by name—Gaspar, Melchior and Balthasar—and picture them traveling over "field and fountain, moor and mountain" as the hymn "We Three Kings of Orient Are" depicts them. When we hear the great words of Isaiah that are appointed for Christmas, those passages carry with them the whole weight of that feast. Thus, the liturgical context of a lesson often influences our perception of that portion of the biblical record.

Directions in the Prayer Book encourage us to pause and be quiet after the first and second lessons. In silence we can let the story engage us. We reflect upon what is said and take a moment to recall God's loving relationship with us. After the Gospel reading, we hear the preacher's proclamation of the Good News and can begin the process of constructing our own response to that relationship. That process will continue through the rest of the liturgy until we are prepared to go forth and carry out God's mission in the world.

What the Church chooses not to read in public worship also shapes the way we relate to Scripture. For example, the Church has made the decision that Paul's words about women covering their heads at prayer (I Cor. 11:5–6) are not appropriate directives for us today by the simple expedient of not including that particular part of I Corinthians in either the Sunday Eucharist or the Daily Office lectionary set forth in The Book of Common Prayer. The provisions in the Torah that apply to slave ownership are obviously ignored by the Church (e.g. Lev. 25:44) as are many other positions in the Bible no longer considered appropriate. The lectionary of the church provides us with an outline of what the church considers relevant for the church today.

The Prayer Book includes great passages of Scripture, but some of those passages have been adapted to fit into a liturgical context. The most obvious example of this practice of adaptation is the Lord's Prayer. As we look at the Lord's Prayer as it is found in the Gospel according to Luke (11:2–4) and compare it with that found in the Gospel of Matthew (6:9–13), we see that the Matthew version has been extended, perhaps reflecting a liturgical development in the life of the early church. The Lord's Prayer as found in The Book of Common Prayer has been developed further for liturgical use and includes the doxology at the end of the prayer as a fitting conclusion to this prayer taught to us by Jesus.

The Book of Common Prayer represents the rich tradition of our people. It is the map that guides us on our journey through the Bible. It is the repository that measures out the riches of the Word in digestible portions week by week, season by season.

Though the Bible carries tremendous authority and power in the Episcopal Church, tradition and reason join the Bible as the common mind of the Church is formed. How Episcopalians interpret the scriptural text over the years is essential for us to understand and the Prayer Book is a major source of that tradition. For example, if we want to know what the Episcopal Church believes about marriage, we will first look at the marriage rite in the Prayer Book. There we will find Scripture passages that have been chosen to be read in the context of the rite. We should also look at the canons of the Church as they inform us about our tradition. The tradition of the Church expressed in the canons carries a far more liberal attitude about divorce than is found in the words attributed to Jesus in Mark 10:1–12. Thus, to understand the Episcopal attitude about marriage, divorce and remarriage, we must look to the Scripture lessons chosen to be included in the Book of Common Prayer and then to the canons of the Church as they have been formed over the years by a succession of General Conventions. Scripture and tradition form two principles which we use to shape our minds as Christians of Anglican heritage.

A third principle which informs our faith as Episcopalians is the gift of reason. We are not limited to the printed word but to the reality of an evolving Word through which God can speak with immediacy to the present age. The Holy Spirit grants us the gift of inspiration (the spirit within: `in-spiritation'), which guides us in reasoning out new understandings in an ever-changing society. Frederick Borsch reminds us in his article "All Things Necessary for Salvation":

It must also again be recognized that the Bible has always to be interpreted through reason and Christian experience before it can be known as revelation. It is not a question of whether this should be done. We all do. The questions have to do with how consciously and faithfully it will be done.2

The interpretive reasoning process takes place among the people who form the community that is God's church. God does not call us as individuals to live in isolation, but as part of the worldwide community of people who struggle together to live the implications of an evolving revelation. The Scripture is read by the "us" of the gathered community, not by the "I" of a lone individual seeking understanding. The moment Jesus spoke, his words were interpreted and given application to the situation at hand. By the time the words of Jesus were written down and shared as the authoritative revelation of God, the Church's reasoned interpretation already was accepted as an integral part of the revelation. That organic process continues in every generation. The Word of God is not static. It lives. And the incarnation of God in Christ proclaims this fact to the world.

Paul made use of his reason as he promulgated rules dealing with divorce in the seventh chapter of I Corinthians. First, he used Jesus' words (scriptural authority) as his basis for guidance: "To the married I give the charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife should not separate from her husband." (I Cor 7:10) Paul goes on to make new rules for the Church based on his own reason: "To the rest I say, not the Lord . . .but if the unbelieving partner desires to separate, let it be so; in such a case the brother or sister is not bound." (I Cor 7:12,15) The tradition of the Church has further modified our attitude about divorce and remarriage, and our God-given gift of reason will continue to shape how we interpret Scripture and tradition in every age.

Keeping Scripture, tradition and reason in balance. Bible study for Episcopalians is exactly that: Bible study. Verna Dozier states in her Equipping the Saints:

Studying the Bible is hard work. It takes the commitment of a lifetime. No work, however, is more important for the laos, the People of God. The Bible recalls our past, undergirds our present, and shapes our future.3

A Bible study session involves—as a first step—looking at the historical, literary, and theological settings of the text. It means asking questions about the meaning of the words, the cultural context in which the words were written and the understanding that the original hearers may have had. After a disciplined look at the text, the next question is: "What does this text mean for Christians today?" We must allow the Word of God to raise questions in us. "What is the good news for us—and what is the "bad news" in our lives that prompts us to repentance and conversion?" At this point, we let the text speak to our current situations. We take the metaphors and images from Scripture and let them enter into our consciousness.

Our feelings are important in this part of the study. We must be open to the unexpected emotion welling up within us as we let a textual phrase pass in review before our mind's eye.

The Bible is the story of a people, not merely of a person. The text belongs to the people of God called forth in covenant. Thus we must always approach the text with the community in mind. Though Scripture touches us personally as it calls for a personal response from us, it must always be seen in the social context. We are not only dealing with a private religious quest but with a public witness for God's righteousness and justice. The arena of discipleship is, therefore, social ethics, not simply personal behavior—however important personal behavior may be. What is the text saying to the political life of the nation and the world? How does the text speak to the ethics of business, medicine and law? What are the international issues raised for us as a biblical people?

An important principle of Bible study is this: Two people in dialogue over the text bring twice the potential for discovery that the single person working alone does. Group study can enhance the discovery process as members of the group share insights and questions. If one does study alone, one can be joined by commentaries, Bible dictionaries, atlases and other printed resources and still be in dialogue with others who have wrestled with the text.

Jesus came out of a rabbinic tradition that was and is far more interested in raising questions about Scripture than in answering questions. Bible students in the Jewish tradition are taught to argue with the text, with each other, and with the tradition of scriptural interpretation. Stories are often used as a means of discovering deeper meaning in the text. Ask a rabbi a question, and you are apt to hear a story that will leave you with more questions than you had before you started. This is certainly the method of Jesus' Bible teaching. In Luke 10:25–37 Jesus responds to a lawyer's question about how to inherit eternal life with, "What is written in the law?" The lawyer draws upon Deuteronomy and Leviticus. He then asks Jesus for an interpretation of the word "neighbor." Jesus responds with the parable of the Good Samaritan, a parable that ends with another question directed to the lawyer. When our Bible study attempts to put a lid on truth, we have left Bible study and have turned to indoctrination and opinion, using the Bible as a support for our own agendas.

Alan Jones, Dean of Grace Cathedral, San Francisco, quotes the ancient rabbis and the second-century Christian theologian Origen to point up the need for profound, rather than simplistic, Bible study:

There is a wonderful passage in Origen where he quotes a Hebrew scholar as saying that the Holy Scriptures are like a large house with many, many rooms and that outside each door there is a key . . .but it is the wrong key! And to find the right keys that will open the doors, that's a great and arduous task of struggling and being stretched by Scripture. The rabbis said that every word of the Torah has 600,000 faces. Every word, not each chapter or every verse, but every word has 600,000 faces; that is, layers of meaning or entrances, one for each of the children of Israel who stood at the foot of Mt. Sinai. Each face is turned to only one of them. He alone can see it and decipher it. Each person has his own unique access to revelation. And that means that when I read Scripture I can't read Scripture on my own. I won't know what it means without you. And I suggest that what we can't do alone we can do together. There is openness and glory to Scripture, and I find that I believe more about the Bible and not less than the fundamentalist.4

WHAT IS THE BIBLE?

The Bible is the story of how the people of faith understood and responded to a God who acts in history. Therefore, each book of the Bible is a record of what a particular people at a particular time wanted to say about their experience of God. There are several types or genres of biblical literature. They are listed and described briefly in alphabetical order:

APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE

Apocalyptic literature arose during the period of about 200 B.C. to 100 A.D. and includes such writings as the Book of Daniel and the Revelation to John. A prominent feature of apocalyptic literature is the belief in two opposing cosmic forces, God and Satan. In apocalyptic literature, God will act to overthrow the reign of Satan and bring a new, perfect and eternal age to the faithful. These writings are filled with vivid images and allegorical references. Because biblical apocalyptic literature came into being during times of intense persecution, the images and allegories served as a secret code, keeping the meaning of the writings hidden from the persecutors. Apocalyptic literature gives oppressed people a way to express hope in the face of suffering. The present turmoil, the writers point out, is merely a precursor of God's triumphant victory, which is even now in its early dawning.

EPISTLE

Paul and other early church leaders wrote epistles to the many diverse communities of Christians. These letters contain statements of belief and set out guidelines for life as the Church of Christ. Paul's letters, for example, were specific responses to some particular controversy in the Christian community or to a situation that called for guidance and healing. The Epistles provide us with insights into the problems various congregations faced and how Paul and other leaders acted with the authority of the apostles as they dealt with a growing diversity of belief and practice in the early church.

GOSPEL

The Gospels are a distinct literary genre developed by the writer of the Gospel of Mark and refined by the writers of the other three Gospels. The word "gospel" comes from the Old English word meaning "good news." Thus, the Gospel According to Mark means "the good news according to Mark." In this case, the good news that Mark proclaims is that in Jesus of Nazareth God acted in history and creation. For Mark, the coming of Jesus was the dawning of the new age, the beginning of the reign or kingdom of God. Like Mark, each of the other Gospels proclaims the "good news" in its own way and from a particular perspective or point of view.

HISTORY

The great sweep of Israel's history is recorded in the Hebrew Bible beginning with Exodus and continuing through Nehemiah. As with all historical writing, the biblical record of Israel's history is interpretive—a theological history relating Israel's perception of God's work in the world as that perception grew and developed over a thousand-year period.

In similar fashion, the Book of Acts in the New Testament is a theological history outlining the growth of the church from the time of Christ's resurrection. Thus Acts is history written in Gospel form—proclaiming Christ's continuing work following the resurrection as the infant Church grew and developed in the power of the Holy Spirit.

LAW

The Torah (or Pentateuch—the first five books of Hebrew Scripture) contains the body of law which guided the people of Israel and still influences Jewish life to this day. The Torah contains some 6l3 commandments (300 "Thou shalt not's" and 313 "Thou shalt's") governing ritual practice and ethical behavior.

According to Jewish Law, responding to God necessitates a response to one's neighbor. Jesus quoted directly from the Torah when he stated the "Summary of the Law:" "'SYou shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.' The second is this, `You shall love your neighbor as your self.'" (Mark 12:29–30) The commandments of the Torah form the covenant between God and Israel. They evolved as a response to God's call to Israel to be holy as God is holy and they give practical expression to the concept of loving God and loving one's neighbor.

The New Testament contains elements of law, as well. We can see an example of this in the passages quoted from I Corinthians above: "To the married I give charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife should not separate from her husband." (I Cor 7:10) and "To the rest I say, not the Lord . . .but if the unbelieving partner desires to separate, let it be so; in such a case the brother or sister is not bound." (I Cor 7:12, 15)

LITURGY

Liturgy is the formal, prescribed worship of the church. The word "liturgy" comes from the Greek word leiturgia which means "the work of the people." Liturgy, therefore, is our work in God's service. The Book of Common Prayer contains the liturgy of the Episcopal Church. The prayer book of Israel and New Testament people is embedded in the biblical literature. Psalms 15 and 24, for example, are liturgies prescribed for the entrance of pilgrims into the Temple at festival times. Exodus 12 contains the liturgy for keeping the Passover. In the New Testament, the Book of the Revelation to John and the First Letter of Peter contain extensive liturgical texts which grew out of the worship life of the first-century Church.

MYTH

Myths [Greek: mythos] are stories which establish and express a people's world view and which provide structure and meaning in their lives. Myths give a sense of identity and purpose as they provide a way of approaching the paradoxes of life. Generally, myths are highly poetic and imaginative stories that express a collective memory or vision of the world, contain deep truth for the community, and shape the consciousness of each succeeding generation. Etiological Myths explain the origins of natural phenomena, nations, tribal customs and taboos.

The book of Genesis provides Christians with mythic accounts of their origins. These stories paint the picture of a world that is sacred because God made it, sustains it, and calls it into a relationship with its creator. The mythic accounts in Genesis present a world view or pictorial conception of the cosmos common to both Jews and Christians.

It is important to remember that these stories express truth of a depth and complexity impossible to convey in any other manner. Thus, they shape our understanding of what it means to be human in a universe created by a God who is infinitely Other and yet intimately similar.

PARABLES

Most parables function just the reverse of myths. Instead of helping establish a world view, a parable is a short narrative that subverts or shatters a too-restrictive world view and calls the listeners to struggle for a more comprehensive and efficient concept of reality. The parable turns truth upside down so that the listeners can move into a new awareness of God's graciousness and truth in their lives. Jesus made extensive use of parables as he attempted to break through the entrenched cultural and religious views of his time with the radical good news of God's reign entering the world.

Parables call into question every assumption we have about life. They are carefully crafted to upset and surprise the listeners so that they are forced either to compromise the impact of the story or to deal with a new revelation of God's activity in the world.

The Bible contains a few parables that are actually exemplary stories whose purpose is to explain an idea or offer a specific message. Examples of this kind of parable are the parable of the sheepfold (Luke 10:1–6) and the parable of the lost sheep (Matthew 18:12–14).

POETRY

The poetry of the Bible presents a concentrated awareness of personal and communal experiences of God. The Book of Psalms is the most obvious source of biblical poetry, but this form of literature is found throughout the Bible. The Gospel of John, for instance, makes extensive use of poetry as a way of expressing the theological implications of Jesus' actions. Some biblical poems are the texts of hymns used in the Temple, the king's court, the synagogue, and the first-century church. Historic incidents have inspired much of the poetry in the Bible while other poems deal with the personal struggle of the writer. In addition, the Song of Songs (the Songs of Solomon) is an anthology of love songs. In fact, some scholars believe that the earliest writing in the Hebrew Bible may have been Miriam's song, "Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider has he thrown into the sea." (Exodus 15:21)

PROPHETIC LITERATURE

The great prophets of the Hebrew Bible are, in a sense, theological commentators who analyze events in light of how they perceive God acting in history. Their analysis of the past and present allows the prophets to speak of the future, e.g., "the nation will fall because the people continually turn away from the covenant."

Another aspect of the prophetic message, however, is the good news that God will restore a remnant of the people and bring in a new Exodus. Ultimately, the vision of the great prophets is that all the nations would recognize Yahweh and worship God on the holy mountain of Jerusalem. In order for that to happen, they saw the need for radical reform of individual and especially corporate behavior. So they described and called people to a vision of social justice which included concrete manifestations (eg. the cancellation of all debts every seven years) and metaphorical images ( "justice will flow like waters").

Though frequent references are made to persons who were recognized as having the gifts of prophecy, there is not a genre of writing in the New Testament that can be described as prophetic. The New Testament prophets are people gifted with insight regarding how God is acting or is about to act in a given situation.

WISDOM LITERATURE

The genre of biblical writing known as wisdom literature expresses knowledge about life that has been tested by experience and accepted by a particular culture as important for survival. The wisdom literature of the Hebrew Bible deals with the individual's quest for fulfillment in contrast with the bulk of Hebrew writings, which deal with the relationship between God and the people of Israel. On the one hand, the Book of Proverbs is a collection of wise sayings—the simplest form of wisdom writing. The Book of Job, on the other hand, is a sophisticated treatment of human suffering and deals with the anguished questions which come flooding to the surface as one faces tribulation in life.

RESPONDING TO THE STORY

As a record of a people's response, the Bible demands our response as Christians to God's action in our daily lives. To help us formulate that response the Bible offers examples of what others did and said through its historical accounts, the wisdom literature, the prophetic sayings, the Gospels, and other types of writings.

We could respond to those examples by taking them as rules and answers. Too often the Bible has been used this way: if we have a problem, we turn to a certain passage and find the answer. The Bible, however, is a record of a people's response, and calls us not to an automatic acquiescence—but to a freely considered choice.

We must understand the biblical examples in their historical context and weigh them with the realities of our own time and situation. Episcopalians typically do this through reason informed by the tradition of the Church. The Bible does not tell us what to do. Rather, the Bible tells us who we are: creatures of God who have been set free to respond to God's loving relationship with us. We study other people's responses to that relationship in order to decide how we will make our own personal response. We have no guarantee that we will respond correctly—even if we follow exactly what we read in the Bible. We do have a guarantee, however, that God loves us and desires a relationship with us. Through Bible study, self-examination and a response to God, we acknowledge and nurture our role in the loving relationship we have with God.

God is not static in the biblical texts. It is very important to realize that the Bible is the record of an evolving understanding of God as Israel's experience with God deepened over generations. Each new turn in Israel's history revealed a new understanding of their covenant relationship with God. At the Sea of Reeds (Red Sea) our biblical ancestors understood God as a liberator, the One who led them from oppression to freedom. During the height of Israel's experience as a great nation, they perceived God as a powerful national God, the One who defeated Israel's enemies and raised up its kings and generals. During their experience of exile in Babylon, God's mercy and compassion for all people became evident to them and the people of the covenant began to understand that God is known in weakness and suffering as well as in power and glory. In Jesus of Nazareth, God became the One who shared life intimately with all people. Thus, God could be known "in the flesh" of human life and in the struggle for wholeness and social justice.
At times the evolving biblical experiences of God seem contradictory. For instance the metaphors used to describe God in the Bible include female as well as male terms. God is neither male nor female. Yet, God can be known in ways that relate to our feelings about being male and female human beings, for the experience of God includes the full spectrum of human relationships. Similarly, the warlike God perceived and experienced by Joshua seems to contradict our image of the healing and compassionate God revealed in Jesus. But, the Bible calls us to place ourselves in the midst of the widest possible human experience so that we may know God at work in every aspect of social and individual history and thus continue an ever-deepening relationship with God.

It also important that we understand Scripture as being our "tribal story." Frederick Borsch says that the Bible is "the common community lore of Christianity."5 "People find an identity and gain a sense of sharing together through the stories that they have in common."6 The Bible is our common language and story. To the extent that we become full members of the Christian community we share "a body of sayings, stories and symbol which are the fundamental lore of Christianity . . .wherever one goes there is found among Christians this bond and therefore this sense of community."7 Stanley Hauerwas in A Community of Character says that the story of Scripture and tradition shapes us for our primary task: "The primary task of the Church is to be itself—that is, a people who have been shaped by a story that provides them with the skills for negotiating the dangers of this existence, trusting in God's promise of redemption."8

The Bible is not just a simplistic "rule book" outlining the right way to live; it is the underlying story that provides us with our identity as God's people.

The salvation story found in the Bible is summarized for Episcopalians each time we celebrate the Eucharist. The Eucharistic Prayers from The Book of Common Prayer call us to remember the sweep of the salvation narrative in microcosm—the Eucharistic act. That each of the Eucharistic Prayers embodies the salvation narrative illustrates how important that narrative is in the formation of our conscious understanding of who we are called to be as God's people.

Verna Dozier outlines the salvation narrative in this way:

Very briefly, the Bible is the record of God the Creator calling into being a people whose life together would be a witness to the world of the redeeming power of the love of God. The first Israel was chosen, not because of any greatness they had to offer but because God loved them. They were to remember their story and tell it to their children and talk about it day in and day out. Like the first Israel, the New Israel, the Christian Church, "once no people but now God's people—a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation." The first Israel remembered an exodus from slavery and deliverance at the Red Sea. The new Israel celebrates being called out of darkness into the marvelous light, deliverance by the mighty act of God in Christ. The rise and fall of the Hebrew kingdoms, the struggles of the Remnant, the concerns of the prophets, the collapse of the nation, the advent of Jesus of Nazareth, the response of the early Christian communities—all these are the acts in the drama of redemption that is the Bible. No part of the Story stands by itself. Every verse, every chapter, every book must be studied against the backdrop of the total story.9

Dozier's definition of sin is being faithless to the vision that God has given us in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and in the whole scriptural narrative. "Say to all the congregation of the people of Israel, `You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy.'" (Leviticus 19:2) That is the vision for Israel—a vision which becomes our vision in Christ.

What it means to be holy is spoken by the prophets and lived out in Jesus of Nazareth. The struggle to live our own lives of holiness is what the Christian pilgrimage is all about. Straying from the vision or failing to measure our lives by the measuring rod of holiness is our sin as a people.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

_What were your early experiences with and understandings of the Bible? How has your understanding of the Bible changed over time?

_What is your understanding of the authority of Scripture and the role of tradition and reason in your decision-making? Do you see the Bible as containing the specific answers to all our questions and issues, or is it more than "just a simplistic rule book" (p. 13)?

_What is your experience of the difference between reading and interpreting the Bible alone versus in a group? What is the role of the Christian community (past and present) in interpreting or communicating God's Word to us?

IMAGES OF COMMUNITY IN SCRIPTURE

by Verna Dozier10

As I reflected on the images of community in Scripture, it seemed to me that there were five characteristics that marked them: a Scripture community is a community with a memory; with a ritual life that keeps the memories fresh; with a passion for justice; with a commitment to love; and with a mission.

First, a Scripture community is a community with a memory. As a prelude to giving the children of Israel the commandments that will structure their life, set them apart from all other people and bind them to God in a special way, the record reads that God directed Moses to remind the people, "You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings, and brought you to myself." (Ex. 19:4)

The community has a cultic memory. Deep in that memory is some event in which they all shared either by actual participation in it or by being brought into it. Israel had great memories of a founding father who responded to a radical call. Now the Lord had said to Abraham, "Go from your country, and your kindred, and from your father's house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing." (Gen. 12:1)

The memory is not all glorious. Scoundrels and cowards, cheats and liars were all a part of the history that shaped the Hebrew people, that brought them to the last of their founding fathers and into slavery in Egypt. They remembered it all, as part of God's great plan. They considered it all as a part of God's being for them: when in the bright hours one of their own was second only to the Pharaoh in power; when in a dark and awesome night of terror and death, God delivered them; and when they crossed over into the promised land. In song and story, they remembered the events that shaped them and made them a unique people. A community has to have a memory.

The community of the New Testament had a memory, too. They had all the memory of the first Israel, and their continuing story. As in times past, the ancient Hebrews heard the naming. Now the New Israel had heard it: "You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness, into his marvelous light." (1 Peter 2:9)

The memory has to be kept right. A Scripture community is a community with a ritual life that keeps the memory fresh. "When your children ask you in time to come, `What is the meaning of the decrees and the statues, and the ordinances which the Lord our God has commanded you?' Then you shall say to your children, `We were Pharaoh's slaves in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. . .the Lord commanded us to observe all these statues. . .. If we diligently observe this entire commandment before the Lord our God, as he has commanded us, we will be in the right.'" (Deut. 6:20, 24a, 25) It is this way, on Friday evening, the gathering of the family for Shabbat, the ritual meal, the Sabbath prayers, the remembering. And each year, it is this way on the sacred observance of Passover, keeping fresh the memory of that awesome night when the angel passed over Egypt, and spared the houses where the blood of a lamb was sprinkled over the lintel of the door. Jesus of Nazareth kept this ritual. That last night at supper lying with the twelve, the chosen band, Jesus with the law complying, kept the feast its rights demand.

St. Paul writes "For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said `This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.' In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying `This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.'" (1 Cor. 11:23 - 25) This is the earliest record we have that less than thirty years after Jesus' death, the Christian community had a ritual life that kept fresh the memory of God's mighty act in Jesus, the Christ.

A Scripture community has a passion for justice. It is intensely interesting, that in our religious life, we have talked much about love, but little about justice. Justice is the most fundamental concept in the Old Testament and is almost ignored in our study of Scripture. Justice is about life in community. We are more individually-minded than community-minded. Religion for many of us is very individualized, private, and personal. We wax eloquent about love and say not a word about justice. Love without justice is sentimentality.

The Hebrew Scriptures are rooted in justice. Micah's vision of all people sitting under their own vine and fig trees and no one making them afraid, is deeply rooted in Hebrew community. How strong this idea was is illustrated by the remarkable story of David and Nathan. David was the great and powerful king of Israel. Uriah was only his vassal. But when David took Uriah's wife and had Uriah killed to cover up his violation of the covenant life, the fiery prophet Nathan, the embodiment of Israel's commitment to justice, stormed into the palace and called down the judgment of God on David. And David bowed down before him.

Ancient Israel understood God as a God of Justice. The New Israel, if it follows its Lord, has the same understanding. Jesus' inaugural sermon, as reported by Luke (Lk 4:18–19), declares he has come to preach good news to the poor; proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind; to set at liberty those who are oppressed; and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. That acceptable year was the ancient year of Jubilee, when everything was to be turned right side up, and every thing would start over—equal. "Justice", I heard Walter Bruegemann say, "is finding out what belongs to whom, and seeing that they get it back."

A Scripture community has a commitment to love. The great commandments Jesus quoted to a young lawyer, "Thou shall love the Lord thy God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all mind, and with all your strength. And your neighbor as yourself," was right out of his tradition. Every rabbi would have answered in the same manner. In the 13th chapter of 1st Corinthians, (verses 4–7), Paul speaks for the New Testament Church a description of love that has never been surpassed "Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth." I love Phillip's translation of that verse, "Love does not gloat over statistics of evil." (Phillips, Letters to Young Churches, 1953) It occurs to me, Scripture communities could be bad news for the six o'clock news.

Last of all, Scripture communities are communities with a mission. They speak a new word to the world: the message of how God intended the world to be. Isaiah had a vision of Israel fulfilling her high callings, living as the people of God she was called to be, a light to lighten the Gentiles. "For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem." When the shadow of the cross was darkening upon him, and his little band was again missing the point, Jesus gathered them about him and patiently explained the witness they were to make of their life as the Lord before them. "You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be a slave of all." (Mark 10:42 - 44)

I think Scripture communities can change the world. I also think that you should be warned that Scripture communities can shake up the even, complacent, tenor of your lives.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

_Remember the communities of the church of which you have been a part. How many of these characteristics did they have:

_ a memory

_ a ritual life that keeps the memories fresh

_ a passion for justice

_ a commitment to love

_ a mission

_ Did they have other characteristics that you consider equally important. What are they?

OUR STORY AND THE STORY

By Carmen Guerrero11

The story of the people of God did not end with the closing of the canon that comprises what we know as Holy Scripture. As long as there continues to be a people who believe in God, The Story also continues; and because we are a group of people who do indeed believe in God, our story and The Story also continue. It is important, however, for us to realize that our story is just as sacred as the stories we read about in Scripture because The Story is not over. God was with the people then, and God is with us today.

I believe that the telling of our stories is what makes us real to each other, thus the sacredness of them, both corporately and individually; this telling and sharing make us go from being a "no people" to being "the people of God." I am reminded of three persons in Scripture, Isaiah, Paul, and John of Patmos, whose story has made me become more real to myself and to others. The stories of these three persons have also allowed me to provide space for the people with whom I "live and move and have my being" to become real as well, or, better yet, to become human for me.

The first person is Isaiah. As I read his story in Isaiah 6:1-9, the passage calls to my mind the reality of a person who truly came into being as a person of God while in the temple, or said another way, "while in the church." Strange as it may sometimes seem, we can often find ourselves very involved in church and yet not quite the real people of God. The wonder of God is that even with all this involvement of church, and even in the midst of that reality, God comes to us and makes us real persons whose identity is based on a real God.

I'm reminded of Isaiah's words, "Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips." (Isaiah 6:5) Then he goes on to say, "my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of Hosts." This is what has made him real, the fact that he has been able to connect who he is, "a man of unclean lips, [living among] a people of unclean lips," to who God is. He has made the connection between his story and The Story— "my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of Hosts," and, therefore, reality enters his life.

Another person who has had a tremendous impact on my story and then on my becoming real is Paul. I refer to the account of his conversion as found in the Book of Acts 22:3–21, especially his words in verse 6, "While I was on my way and approaching Damascus, about noon a great light from heaven suddenly shone about me. I fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to me, `Saul, Saul. . ..'" He heard God calling his name. This profoundly speaks to me of a person "on the road," a person attempting to be something, attempting to do something. In the midst of that journey God enters in and presents a new way of being, a new way of doing, that not only transforms Paul but also has profound implications for the transformation of others, as well. Paul's words to the Lord were, "What shall I do, Lord?" And the response, "Get up and go to Damascus. . .." While we are in the middle of our journey, God comes to us and says, "get up and go." He calls us into being real people who will have an effect in the real world in which we live.

Then there is John, yet another person whose story has had quite an impact on my life as he is described in Rev. 1:9–20. "I John, your brother, who share with you in Jesus the persecution and the kingdom and the patient endurance, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus." Here is someone in exile. I think there are times in all of our lives when we feel as if we are in exile, either because of situations we have created ourselves or because of situations created by others. These are the times when we say to ourselves, "My existence as I am is not acceptable." For whatever reason and, therefore, in order for God to make my story and thus my life real, God approaches me in these times of exile. This is what I see happening to John. That is why his story has such power for me.

May I repeat again, the telling of our stories is what makes us real to ourselves and to each other. It is also what needs to be at the core of forming community. However, I think that there are certain principles that need to be looked at as we begin this storytelling. These principles begin to be operative as community begins to form, and I would like to highlight some of them. Sometimes we are aware of these principles and sometimes we are not. One community I know of became aware of these principles or "clues" of community formation as they entered into the process of telling their story through the study of Scripture.

First, let me say that sometimes I think what we have in Scripture is basically a variety of perspectives of the different communities as they learn to walk with their God. The Gospels, for example, can be seen as basically stories told by the community, whereas the letters from Paul are responses to communities. This, of course, is not confined to the New Testament; I also see in the Old Testament stories of a people's interpretations of the meaning of community as they attempt to walk with their God.

Therefore, the next story I tell you will be from the perspective of yet another community and their understanding of the Good News, the people of Santa Fe Episcopal Church in San Antonio, Texas. I also like to think of them as the "Santa Fe community of interpretation" because, just as Isaiah, Paul, and John entered into a conversation with their God, so the congregation of Santa Fe entered into a conversation with their God—and with Scripture, radically affecting their life and the lives of those in the community in which the church is located.

This little church was on the verge of being closed down for all sorts of reasons. However, some time ago, they began their journey back to life and in the process learned, and are still learning, about becoming real and becoming community. This journey began when they gathered in an attempt to be the church. They did not realize that they each brought with them a bag, or a "whole carload" of understanding of what being the church meant.

Some people believed that the church was an institution—that people were basically relational and societal and their response to the world should be as an institution. Others saw themselves as community, as the people of God, and for them this meant that they needed to stress the idea of interrelationships and of fellowship. This was a high priority for them. Mutual support and reconciliation were important aspects of being the Church.

For some, to be the church meant to be a herald. They believed that they must proclaim the message of Jesus, must share the Good News, because people need to receive God's message. Then there was a group that saw themselves as the servants of sinners—to those in prison and to those in pain. They felt that their call was to heal the wounded, and they had a radical commitment to the world. Therefore, programs like the food bank and the clothes closet began to arise.

As a result of these conversations about being the church in this community, one of the first things that happened was that the members of the congregation began to realize that each of them had a different pre-understanding of what it meant to be church. Therefore, they began to study Scripture in an effort to discover who they were and in the process found that they had brought with them many pre-understandings. They brought with them many assumptions about the nature of reality (in this case reality about being the church). They discovered that these pre-understandings had been shaped by their personal history, by their biases, their culture, and all the social systems in which they functioned, especially the language they spoke.

The congregation of Santa Fe happens to be predominantly Hispanic. However, I don't believe that it matters what the ethnic makeup of the group is; the important thing is that we realize that who we are as a people, including the language we speak and how we use that language, is a part of our process of identifying ourselves. I believe that our culture is the expression of our spiritual life, and that it helps determine in a unique way our relationship with nature, with God, with other people, and with social structures. So, one of the things that the Santa Fe congregation began to discover was that through their language and their way of using it, they were also expressing their soul. They began to see that their manner of expression was deeply rooted in their psychological and spiritual makeup and therefore influenced the telling of their story, and affected profoundly the way they connected their story with The Story.

Another principle or "clue," which is what I often call these characteristics of community building, with which this congregation was confronted were their initial understandings. Initial understandings are different from pre- understandings in that they are essentially responses at first glance. The Santa Fe congregation discovered that they usually had a first impression of people, and of things, and that this first impression influenced their understandings of them. These instinctive first responses were, of course, very much colored by their pre-understandings. As they began to discuss this dynamic, they found that one of the best ways to uncover presuppositions was to discuss their initial understandings in a group and reflect together on the diversity of their experience.

This is how the Santa Fe people were able to connect what they were bringing with them to how they responded when they confronted each other for the first time—or when they confronted Scripture for the first time. These new understandings, contributed to the formation of community among them. They were interpreting everything being presented to them, whether they were aware of it or not. And their interpretation was based on what they were brought with them and on how they encountered what was being presented to them. In this case it was Scripture study, study that helped them understand the meaning of their world and how this understanding was connected to discovering their own identity in that world.

All that the Santa Fe group pre-understood about themselves, about Scripture, about the church, and about God now was being called into question. Through the study of Scripture they began to "hear on another's horizon"; they began to see new dimensions of life and the world. This aspect of their becoming community was done, and had to be done, intentionally if they were to be able to hear from another's point of view, because in order to hear from another's world, one has to be intentional. As they explored this aspect of community formation, the Santa Fe congregation discovered that "no other voice speaks with the set of meaning identical in every respect to my own meanings." They also discovered that if the things they were discovering about perception were true for them, they must be true of others. That Santa Fe congregation then began to explore the possibility that they couldn't presume to believe that everyone was thinking the way they were. This was the most difficult step in the process.

One of the women in the congregation was sent out to Women in Mission and Ministry (WIMM)12 meetings in various parts of the country. She went to South Dakota and listened to stories about the native Americans and their sufferings and concluded, "We have suffered that way." Then she went to another meeting in West Virginia, where she listened to the plight of the coal miners and she concluded, "We have suffered that way." Finally, she went to San Francisco, and she listened to the pains and the sufferings of gay and lesbian people and she concluded, "We have suffered that way." She began to have an inkling of the possibility that when we listen to others on their own horizon we discover that their stories and our stories are connected. She discovered that although others spoke with entirely different sets of meanings, they still could address our own sets of meaning. She began to see that there are connections between our story, the stories of others and The Story as found in Scripture.

Another man in our congregation went for some training in community organization, and he began to see how the stories of others across the country about organizing for community change might be connected to our story. He began to make connections between their sets of meaning and ours, and discovered that although there were differences, if he listened long enough there were also similarities.

Another very important event that occurred within the community of Santa Fe was the meeting of the World Council of Churches in San Antonio in 1989. We hosted an aborigine couple from Australia and a young woman from Nigeria. Meeting people from such diverse parts of the world was one of the most powerful experiences for us because in order to understand them, we had to listen to them on their horizons. We had to listen to what often appeared to us to be absurdities, when in reality they shared with us a different way of looking at life and a different way of attempting to find meaning. One of these encounters included the young woman from Nigeria who came to our Sunday morning service dressed in the traditional clothes of her people and sang one of the most beautiful songs we had ever heard. Although we did not understand the words, it really touched our souls. We could somehow relate to her because we, too, sing in a foreign language—Spanish—in this English-speaking country. Her song touched us because we were willing to leave ourselves open to hearing God in it.

To review this discussion, the Santa Fe congregation discovered that no other voice spoke with the same identical set of meanings in every respect to our own meanings. We understand that other people had the same experience; so this understanding helped us begin to accept the fact that we could hear others from their own worlds, although this "hearing" would always be a challenging and difficult process.

Thomas Kuhn, educator and author of The Structure of Scientific Revolution, says that the strangeness of a text or of another person is what provokes us to interpretation. He goes on to say that when reading the words of an important thinker (or when conversing with one another, I would add), we need to look first for the apparent absurdities and to ask ourselves how a sensible person could have written this, could think this way, or as in the case of the couple from Australia, could dress in what seems to be, through the eyes of our culture, such an odd way. When we find the answer, when the situation begins to make sense, we may find that the more central ideas, passages, thoughts, words, the ones that we previously thought we understood, have really changed their meaning.

This is the sort of thing that this community of Santa Fe was being called into, not necessarily by going down a list of things, but by entering into the process of dialogue with Scripture and dialogue with each other, by entering into what I call real conversations. We are learning to listen to each other on each person's own horizon, knowing that we come into every situation, whether it is to study Scripture, to build community, to see what is means to become the church, to have guests from other parts of the world, that we come into these situations with pre-understandings. We are in a particular context, and we enter into another's context which contains its own pre-understandings. It is in this kind of exchange that we ask questions of others and allow them to ask questions of us. We question, and we are questioned. We give answers, and we listen to answers. This type of conversation is very powerful because we must listen openly and be "open" to engage it. This kind of exchange never leaves us untouched. It grants that the other point of view might be the correct one. It was here that this community found another principle of building community: the idea that something else might be the case.

If we are to know what it means to be the church, it is important for us to understand what having this knowledge could mean to us. If we are to know what Scripture is about, it is important to know what difference it makes. If we are to know what it means to be community, it is important to know what difference it would make if we were a community. If we want to know Christ, we must know what difference that connection would make for and in our lives and the lives of those around us.

Another thing that the congregation of Santa Fe discovered was that their understanding had come out of a community experience. They had struggled together, they had questioned each other, they had supported each other, and, sometimes, had abandoned each other, but they had done it in community.

The community of Santa Fe discovered that real conversation always put them at risk. They never emerged from real conversation in the same state as when they entered into it. In the process of forming community, some discovered that they needed to change and others discovered that they had a lot more to offer than they had ever imagined. For example, we entered into conversation with I Corinthians for about a year. As a result of this experience of Scripture, one woman discovered that if we were all part of the body of Christ, then this meant that her mother was also a part of that body and the relationship between her and her mother was definitely going to change. Another discovered that she truly was the temple of the Holy Spirit and that what she did to herself and about herself mattered to God.

All that I have been attempting to share with you is what I have experienced as what begins to happen when people dare to enter into conversation that puts them at risk, conversation that helps them to become community: where they struggle together; where they ask questions and they are questioned; where they offer answers, and they listen to answers. This is part of what happened and indeed is still happening with a congregation that dared to enter into the possibility of becoming community. The struggles continue, the conversations continue, the questions continue, but the people of the Santa Fe congregation are on their way to forming community.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

_ What is the story of your community?

_ What has helped and what has hindered its functioning as a community?

_ What role have you played? What would you like to do in creating the future story of your community?

SCRIPTURE CONVERSATION AND 
THE DYNAMICS OF POWER IN MULTICULTURAL COMMUNITY

by Eric Law13

I learned how to lead Bible study with the cultural assumptions and values of the white English-speaking middle class. The method involved asking a series of questions coupled with an experiential exercise. The purpose of the exercise was to help the group go deeper into the meaning of the text at hand. I did not realize how culture-bound this method was until I facilitated a Bible study for a Chinese-speaking group. Everything I learned about group process and facilitating dialogue around Scripture did not work. I asked for volunteers to participate in an experimental exercise. No one volunteered. As a result, I did all the explaining what the text meant to me.

I discovered another problem with my leadership style when I encountered multicultural groups. The white members of the group participated fully and shared their insights and thoughts freely, while the persons of color in the group sat and listened. The more I tried to include them, the worse it got. These experiences forced me to explore and understand cultural differences, and how they affect the way we share our understanding and interpretation of Scripture. As I explored the subject further, I discovered that, not only did cultural differences affect the group process, they also affected the group's interpretation of Scripture.

In this article, I want to take one cultural variable and discuss its significance for how people from different cultures interact with Scripture. Furthermore, I will explore how this cultural variable affects the process in which people share their insights and interpretation of Scripture.

Geert Hofstede, in Culture's Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values, reported the results of a research project that involved exploring "the differences in thinking and social action that exist between members of 40 different modern nations." He identified "four main dimensions along which dominant value systems in the 40 countries can be ordered and which affect human thinking, organizations, and institutions in predictable ways."14 One of the dimensions he called "Power Distance" describes the different understanding of inequality across cultures.

Power Distance is defined as "the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organizations accept that power is distributed unequally."15 People in High Power Distance cultures accept inequality as part of their reality. "As such, superiors consider their subordinates to be different from themselves and vice versa. High power distance cultures see power as a basic fact in society, and stress coercive or referent power."16 People in Low Power Distance cultures are divided into two groups: 1) the middle and upper classes believe that people should be equal and power should only be used legitimately and fairly or by experts and 2) the lower class and less educated who, like the people in the high power distance cultures, accept inequality as part of their reality.17

Before I discuss this cultural variable, I want to explore what the Christian Scripture has to say about power and inequality. Another way of thinking about my approach is that I have presented two extreme contexts in which inequality is understood; now I am presenting how inequality is understood in a third context: the Christian Scripture. The following passage provides examples of how Jesus addresses inequality in his time.

And (Jesus) lifted up his eyes on his disciples and said: "Blessed are you who are poor, for yours in the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. . . .But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry. . .. Woe to you, when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets. (Luke 6:20–26)

Jesus tells a parable (Luke 16:19–30) that deepens the meaning of the above passage with the images of the afterlife for the rich and the poor. What can a rich and powerful person do to undo this predicament? The following is what Jesus tells a ruler who comes to ask him, "What must I do to inherit eternal life?"

Jesus said to him, `There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.' But when he heard this, he became sad; for he was very rich."(Luke 18:22–23).

Notice the contrast between how the poor and the rich are addressed. Those who have prestige and wealth are challenged. They have the additional responsibility of giving up and redistributing their wealth and power. But the poor and oppressed, do not have to do anything. They are simply blessed. The scribes and the Pharisees are people with power and prestige in the Jewish community. The following is what Jesus says concerning them:

`The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat; therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach. They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them. They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long. They love to have the place of honor at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, and to have people call them rabbi. But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all students. And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father—the one in heaven. Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the Messiah. The greatest among you will be your servant. All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted. (Matthew 23:1–12).

Here Jesus goes further in saying that those who serve and humble themselves are the greatest. This is the opposite of what being great and honored meant in most societies. This passage also points out that in the community of Christ, there is to be even distribution of power among people. The only one who has more power is God in heaven. Even so, God becomes human through Jesus Christ who exemplifies the greatness in serving and in being powerless on the cross.

After reading both the description of Power Distance and what the Christian Scripture says about inequality, I concluded that the Gospels favor the Low Power Distance cultures. However, after further reflection, I realize that this conclusion is influenced by my American ethnocentricity. The Gospel does not favor either kind of culture. On the contrary, it challenges both because it condemns uneven distribution of wealth, power and prestige among all people, and not just the middle class. In this sense, for the high power distance cultures, the Gospel challenges the elite minority, who has the political and economic control, to distribute its power and wealth to the middle and lower working class majority. For the low power distance cultures, the Gospel also challenges its upper class to distribute their wealth to the middle and lower working class majority. The Gospel further challenges its middle class who believes it should have equal power with others to redistribute their power and wealth with its lower class. In other words, the Gospel favors the concept of low power distance as it applies to everybody, not just the middle class as it is understood in Hofstede's description of the low power distance cultures.

Then afterward
I will pour out my spirit on all flesh;
your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
your old men shall dream dreams,
and your young men shall see visions.
Even on the male and female slaves,
in those days, I will pour out my spirit.

(Joel 2:28-29)

This same passage is quoted in Acts 2:17–18 as the prophecy for Pentecost which marked the beginning of the Christian church. The ability to prophesy, dream dreams, have visions were limited to the patriarchs, Moses and the prophets in Judaism. Needless to say, these constituted a very small number of privileged men who had direct connection with God. Joel's prophecy, which came true in Pentecost, clearly describes low power distance across the class, age and sex boundaries.

To me, it is very clear that the scriptural passages concerning power and class say very different things to the high and low power-distance cultures. Depending on the cultural contexts of the group and the facilitator, the scriptural conversation can be very different in both content and process. Therefore, it is very important for a group facilitator to determine where one is on the continuum between high and low power distance. That is, what is one's understanding of inequality and how it influences the way one behaves and interacts with others. Secondly, when one is in a multicultural situation, one needs to know where the people are on this power distance continuum. If everyone has a low power distance understanding of power, then it is business as usual. Everything one knows about group process will be helpful here, because everyone believes that they are equal to each other, unless there are "experts" in the room. A good leader is someone who facilitates the group to do what they need to accomplish. People will expect to volunteer their thoughts, feelings and talents. Decisions will be made by consensus.

If everybody in the group including the facilitator has a high power distance understanding of authority, someone will have to take charge. If no one takes on this role, nothing will get done. Good leadership in this setting means someone who is sensitive to the needs and talents of everyone in the group. The concept of "invitation" becomes very important here because no one will volunteer. The role of the leader has to be more directive. The leader needs to invite people to offer their ideas and services. Setting up an environment in which people can mutually invite each other to participate is a good strategy to avoid the pitfall of the group's being dominated by a few authoritarian persons.

What happens when one has a mixed group, say, half the group is high power distance and the other low power distance? Remember that this does not just happen in culturally mixed groups; it can also happen in a mixed class group. This is the usual pattern: from the perspective of the low power distance group members, they participate in the group as they always do and talk when they have something to say. Soon they realize others are not participating. Therefore, with all good intentions, they try to include them by giving subtle and sometimes not so subtle hints. The more they try, the more the high power distance group resists. As a result, any decision that is made will not be owned by the high power distance group even though they appear to consent to it. Then, the high power distance group is blamed for not participating.

The high power distance group expects an authoritative leader to tell them what to do. They hear people talking without being invited to talk first. They assume that those people have lots of power and authority, so they let them talk. Then, the low power distance group starts hinting that they should be talking too. The high power distance group cannot because they believe that they do not have the power to talk as individuals. "Besides, if they really want my opinion, why don't they come out and ask me? Apparently, I am not smart enough." As time goes on, they feel more and more inadequate. "And then they made a decision without asking me to contribute or do anything. I must be worthless."

What is happening is that the low power distance group, by behaving naturally, are being perceived as the superiors by the high power distance group and are given power over them. When we understand this cultural variable on both sides, the encounter becomes an unjust situation where one group is dominating the other. In an ethnocentric way, most low power distance groups believe that inequality can be countered by simply physically including the powerless and the disadvantaged. The assumption is that everyone is from low power distance cultures and can participate "fully" like themselves. When a church organization is confronted with not having the "proper" ethnic representation, a typical response is, "We invited them; they came once and didn't participate. Then they stopped coming. Can't say we didn't try!" Busing in the early seventies is based on this ethnocentric way of doing justice. On the contrary, this kind of action actually creates more unjust situations such as the one I have described.

Justice in a multicultural setting has to be redefined in an ethnorelative way. This means to first learn and understand how the people involved perceive their sense of power. Based on this knowledge, create an environment that allows people to interact with equal power. In other words, low power distance people need to see that they are perceived as powerful and need to give up power in order to truly be equal. High power distance people need to know that they are valued as equals. In theological terms, in a multicultural setting, persons from low power distance culture need to make the decision to bear the cross so that they can be resurrected in the new creation where everyone is equal. Persons from high power distance cultures need not to choose the cross because by being themselves they are powerless and therefore, on the cross. What they need is to know that they are blessed and will be resurrected to new life of empowerment.

The spirituality of the cross and the resurrection are crucial for multicultural leaders in the church. They not only have to understand them, they also have to learn when to teach them appropriately with different cultural groups. Teaching a low power distance group to "bear the cross" is very appropriate in a multicultural setting. In fact, western Christianity has emphasized this aspect of the Gospel for centuries. Most English-speaking white congregations have a very extensive Lenten program but very little Easter celebration. However, teaching a high power distance group about bearing the cross first is inappropriate. That is to teach poor persons that they have to sell all their possession and give them to the poor. You do not have to choose the cross when you are on the cross already. Instead, we should be teaching blessedness and celebrating Easter with high power distance, cultural groups. One need not wonder why Hispanic cultures have fantastic celebrations in their religious life. Liberation theology, which emphasizes God's favor for and liberation of the oppressed, supports this kind of "blessedness" spirituality for the powerless. In other words, the low power distance persons have to choose the cross before they are resurrected together as equals with the high power persons.

It is very dangerous to teach blessedness spirituality to those who have power. I was in a retreat on scriptural meditation through dance. One of the leaders described the story of Exodus and asked us to identify with being enslaved, and to create a dance that would move us from slavery into freedom. I looked around the room and saw that the majority of the group was white American, and I could not go along with this request. As the group discussed this issue further, I realized I was reacting to the inappropriateness of a group of white Americans, who were perceived to have power and wealth by the non-white communities, identifying with slavery. They should be identifying with Pharaoh and his army. They should be getting in touch with how it feels to be affected by the plagues and be drowned in the Red Sea. When the oppressors identify themselves as victims, it is dangerous. The story of Exodus is about God's liberating Israelites who were oppressed and in slavery. From the point of view of the oppressed, God is on their side; they are blessed as long as they remain faithful to God. Out of this blessedness, they are able to live through the ordeal of the wilderness and have strength to enter Canaan, the promised land.

The early American settlers had suffered religious persecution in Europe. It is understandable for them to think of America as the promised land. However, they were from low power distance cultures and when they encountered the American Indians, in this cross-cultural situation, they were perceived as powerful people. In this situation, we have a powerful group who believed they are victims and mistakenly believed that they had the right to claim this land. The result was the genocide of native Americans. This is a case of how dangerous it is for the powerful to take on the spirituality of the oppressed and the powerless. If they realized that they were perceived as powerful, then they might have identified with powerful Pharaoh instead of the oppressed Israelites, and the history of North America might have been totally different.

Pharaoh and the Israelites are parts of the Exodus story. Choosing the cross and the resurrection are parts of the salvation story of the Gospel. Depending on the cultural context of the readers and the context of the multicultural situation, the same scriptural story may challenge, support, affirm, motivate, or even put down different people. In other words, if scriptural conversation is shared among people from different cultures, people from one cultural context will be able to hear how people from a different cultural context interact with the same scriptural story. Imagine a group having a conversation about the Exodus story, and half of the group identifies with Pharaoh and the other half identifies with the Israelites. The story will be richer as a result. Different points of view are explored. Perhaps, reconciliation may begin to happen between the powerful and the powerless. In this sense, scriptural conversation in a multicultural community can help us see a more "complete" scriptural story.

My presentation is based on just one cultural variable. There are other cultural variables crucial to the understanding of cultural differences—for example, individual/collective, the level at which cultures tolerate uncertainty, and the roles of men and women in different culture, just to name a few. The reader may read more about these different variables in the books I cited in this article.

In a scriptural conversation, a facilitator needs to learn to distinguish the cultural contexts of the participants and the cultural context of the scriptural passage being studied. Because of their different cultural contexts, the readers can interact very differently with different parts of the Scripture. In fact, they can have entirely different interpretations. Therefore, the facilitator needs to maintain an environment where different interpretations and insights based on the cultural contexts of the participants may be accepted.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

_ Who are the cultural groups within your congregation? What has been your experience in working with different cultural groups?

_ Where have you seen the dynamics of high power distance and low power distance operating in a group in which you participated? How did those dynamics affect the groups' functioning?

_ How can understanding these dynamics help you improve your group leadership and group participation skills? What will you do differently in a group?

IMAGES OF COMMUNITY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

by Michael Wyatt18

Three areas present themselves for examination: the early Christian communities as Scripture, in Scripture, and of Scripture. Three questions guide us: 1) What does Christian Scripture as a whole tell us about the early Christian communities that produced the texts? How is the variety of understandings present among the early Christians expressed as Scripture? 2) What do specific books and passages of the New Testament tell us about the communities described in Scripture? What can we learn about the community described and about the community implied in the text. 3) What do specific passages tell us about the relationship of these communities to Scripture? How do we see the early Christian communities being shaped and influenced through their interactions with Hebrew texts to become communities of Scripture?

COMMUNITIES AS SCRIPTURE

Appreciating the variety of Christian experience arising out of crisis that is expressed as Scripture.

Unlike the Hebrew Scripture, which evolved over millennia, Christian Scripture erupts in the span of a single lifetime, roughly seventy years. Like Hebrew Scripture, it is precipitated and shaped by crises.

Two major crises generate the bulk of these writings. The first crisis is the crucifixion and resurrection of the Christ, the breaking off of Jesus' earthly leadership. The second crisis is the epidemic of conversions, the breaking off of Jewish criteria and "quality control."

I am focusing on initial formative crises. I am not minimizing the profound crisis of the delayed return of Christ at the end of the age, which orients the concerns of the later texts, such as the pastoral Epistles. However, that was not the primal trauma of the community, and as such is less useful to us here.

The perceived interruption of Jesus' ministry is underscored by the absence of any written work by the founder of the community. No pre-eminent text exists, therefore. We have no foundational code, nothing from the man himself. This means that everything is attributed, relayed, interpreted, passed on.

The direct texts we do have, primarily in the form of letters, are a response to the runaway conversions. They are reactive, urgent, polemical, circumstantial. They are not at all systematic, but attempts to provide interpretations of the received (and lived) Good News in distinct circumstances. It is obvious that Paul wanted a reasonable consistency—the allegiance was to one Lord, after all—but he hardly pressed for uniformity, even in his own thought.
In both cases of response to the formative crises, then, the early Christians, under a variety of circumstances and with differently sensed urgency, attempted to render an account of their perception of the Good News: this kaleidoscope of articulations is Christian Scripture. Particularly as Christians (we might even say because we are Christians), we have no summary, no code, no single foundation. We have, instead, a variety of accounts of a variety of experiences, all circling around a central person: Jesus. The texts we consider holy are alleged to be about a common transforming encounter, and they proclaim the subsequent allegiance it effected. This is the arrangement of Christian Scripture itself. The records of this variety present themselves as Scripture to us.

This has two implications:
First, our faith is always between the lines, as it were. All the books of Christian Scripture are like moving beams of light, which intersect our experience at various moments and then move on again. What we glimpse at those intersections is the silhouette of the Good News. As we attempt to express our faith, we stand always between the texts, in the spaces between the accounts of others, listening for congruence, whether theirs with each other or ours with them.

Second, multiplicity of interpretation and variety of interpretive symbols are the origin of Christianity as a religion. Although every writer of Christian Scripture might agree that "Jesus is Lord," not all would mean precisely the same thing in saying it. The debates over meaning flow from the source itself, and if that source sanctifies anything, it sanctifies this bounty.

All this suggests greater care, not less. Any too simple formulation shortchanges us. I recall a rather opinionated and historically minded young man who was advocating a Zealot Jesus, hiding out in the hills, criticizing the hierarchy, working miracles as a deliberate subversion of the social order. When this young man was asked about passages in the New Testament that might counter his vision, he briskly dismissed them with, "Oh, well, I'm not a Pauline Christian." Any too one-sided a formulation leaves us, not only to one side of the tradition, but engages only one side of our existence. This state of affairs renders faith, as a stance of the entire person and as an embracing of the entire person, impossible.

Our guiding formula is not "anything goes," as if any interpretation were acceptable, merely determined by personal taste. It is more likely to be "everything must go." This does not mean that nothing can be believed, but that everything must be tested. "Everything must go" means that all presuppositions and inherited formulations must be inventoried and put on sale, to discover which are viable. "Everything must go" means that a life boat in danger of swamping must weigh everything it carries and ask what is placing its survival at risk, what is superfluous, and what is essential: we must keep faith afloat and alive. Nothing, in other words, is given privileged position within Scripture. Every insight is tested against sections and books other than the one out of which it arose. No phrases and passages may be bracketed off, for reverence or scorn, as if we already knew what they meant or as if their meanings were lost to us permanently.

For our own practice, this means flexibility and openness to comparative and topical study of Christian Scripture. Hearing and conversing with the Gospels must be balanced with the same approach to the Epistles. Questions about sacraments or healing or prayer must be asked of several texts at once, if the richness of the Christian experience is to be received.

COMMUNITIES IN SCRIPTURE

Looking at specific books and passages within the New Testament in order to understand the communities that produced the texts.

Looking now, not at the general overview of Christian Scripture, but at the texts themselves, we explore the notions of community in Scripture. At this point, we approach specific texts with a double question: what can we learn about the community described and about the community implied in the text? We ask the text, then, what it accomplishes by certain stories, by certain juxtapositions of themes and images, by certain forms of argumentation. Again, what can we see between the lines?

We must leave behind the modern idea of the superiority of dispassionately observed facts and impersonal accounts, which are our scientific standards. The writers of antiquity, including Biblical authors, thought of the world as unreliable and decaying. They did not believe the surest path to truth was to glean data from the physical world, however sensibly conducted the investigation might be. Truth by their definition was immutable, therefore not of this world. Truth informed but transcended our shadowy images: we could only know it through intuition or revelation.

The biblical authors wrote not to give a factual account of significant events, but to demonstrate the truth of them, the unalterable meaning contained and manifested in those events. What Jesus had come down to reveal, they wrote to proclaim. The true identity and life of the commmunity was "hidden with Christ in God" (Col. 3:3). They wrote to persuade. The author of the Gospel of John, for example, says in conclusion that he could have told us much more, but he told us this, so that we might believe that Jesus is the Christ.

In other words, this scriptural material is already heavily contaminated by a viewpoint—and this is a shared communal viewpoint. All these passages were written in particular contexts, reinforcing specific values, for concrete communities. Skilled writers use their community's own values to establish the points they wish to make. Arguments cannot be based on values foreign to the group one is hoping to persuade or exhort; nor would a group keep a letter or document foreign to its own ethos.

A single example of how we might probe a passage for evidence of the community that is its matrix might suffice. What can be gleaned from the story of the embassy sent by the imprisoned John the Baptist to Jesus (Mt. 11: 2–6, or Lk. 7: 18–23)? On the narrative level, John has, for whatever reason, become uncertain about Jesus as Messiah. Jesus' response is to send John, as reassurance, a demonstration of Messianic fulfillment. Historically, this possibility reflects the tension between the followers of Jesus and the followers of John the Baptist; the story is recalled and retold to demonstrate the superiority of Jesus. Or it might offer the early Christians some hints for an apologetic approach to use with skeptical, even hostile, Jewish neighbors: the action is Messianic (an acting out of allusions to </p></body></html>
