Mark,

Thank you for your contribution to the dialog on the role of the Bible in our understanding of God.  Your chapter was well written and well though through.  I hope that your book sells well and is used for the building of the kingdom of God.

Let me begin by framing the reason for my interest in this dialog.  My interests are pastoral.  I say that not to make a distinction from you, by suggesting to be only theological, but to put theology in the context of ministry in people’s lives.  I feel this distinction is important for a number of reasons.

First, gifts from the Holy Spirit (as I believe this dialog ought to be) are for the benefit of the church.  Second, the need of meaningful ministry is crucially important and the opportunities of ministry in the changing worldview in North America are exceptional.  Thirdly, this pastoral work is the work of Christians in every culture – to understand, and translate the story of God in our world.  So, I am excited about the opportunity for us to join the dialog that is going on in the lives of the people of our churches, and of history, which lead to increasing our understanding of revelation and life with God.  

I must say that in some ways your article goes into depth on issues that go well beyond our conversation started at last years meeting in which we began discussing the role of the Bible in Christian life and worship, your work will certainly be useful in situations beyond our dialog.

My thoughts begin in our conversation last year, run through your article and, I must admit move on from there.  But that is the nature of these kinds of long drawn out written dialogs I guess.

The issues at hand, as I see it and as you addressed in your article, begins with how do we know what we know, and leads to, how do we know what we know about God?  Imbedded in this discussion is the specific question that was raised last year.  If my memory serves me, the center of the topic last year came around a conversation you and I had during one of our final meetings and came out a larger conversation around what makes a worship gathering legitimate worship.  During that time I suggested that the Bible is not different in kind from other writings, in that it is always found in, and needs to be understood in a context.  To which you asserted that the Bible is most certainly different in kind and should be understood as such.  And we were off and running.  If I have misremembered this in any way forgive me.  It is my assumption that you give the Bible implicit authoritative stature and then defend it with explicit arguments.  This is highlighted in the listing of Bible references and the thorough extraction of references in your arguments. 

If I have understood you correctly you asserted last year, and again in your article that the authority of the Bible is found in it’s ultimate author God, who is different from human beings and therefore the Bible is not simply a human creation and finds it uniqueness in the in the abnormal nature of God.  (Again, pardon me for the oversimplification if I am guilty of it.)  I do not fault you for this, but I do see that as the center of the dialog we are seeking to have.  

There are a few assumptions I am operating with that so strongly inform my opinion that I find them worth mentioning – one here directly and the others in what follows.  I believe that while God is complex beyond my ability to fully comprehend, God is at the same time knowable in truly important ways.  And, God is the initiator of our knowing God.  In other words, we do not discover anything of God that God does not reveal.  I believe that God is intent and active in this revealing.  I do not think that God is hiding nor making the discovery of God unduly difficult.  As a Christian my understanding of God comes in the Emmanuel – God with us.  I believe that it is God who reveals and that the Bible does not simply reveal about God.   I do not write these with the intention of saying that you hold a view different than that of God being with us, but rather I mention it after re-reading what I included wrote in the first draft and noted that this belief permeates my thinking in profound ways and was not explicitly mentioned.

There are two commonly held approaches to Revelation in Evangelical circles.  I am aware that this may over simplify them, but let me suggest that they be called, Word to Spirit (this I think best describes your view), and Spirit to Word.  Streams of evangelical faith have traditions from both perspectives.  All approaches to the Bible must be willing to give authority to the Word of God and the Spirit of God.  I am certain that you would hold to both Word and Spirit in your understanding of Revelation and I will not spend time arguing for the validity of this classification.  

It is my belief that as Christians believe things about the Bible because they are credible to believe based on various streams of trust worthy information.  Much like your example of the multiplication table and the encyclopedia, people must give credibility to things of authority.   The multiplication table is true and useful when it has meaning within a set of agreed upon understandings of mathematics.  An encyclopedia is accurate to the point that we expect an encyclopedia to be accurate.  In other words, an encyclopedia does not give all information on a topic, for that could never be done, but it is authoritative to the point we chose to give it credibility on certain topics, to a certain point.  

 I hold that authority is something that a person gives to the Bible and not something that the Bible has a priori.  This has to do with the nature of authority its self and not specifically the Bible.  It is my opinion that the Bible does not change these “rules”.  

God has given the Bible authority, the authors of the Bible have given it authority, and Communities of faith have given it authority - it has authority.  I know that we are all aware of the canonization process and the determinization of what is Scripture and the significance of what that means to the authority of the Bible. 

It is my contention that someone must first determine the Bible to be trustworthy and then authoritative.  I would argue that trustworthiness come from sources in addition to the Bible including the Spirit of God, the Community of faith involved in the creation of the Bible (the authors), and the community of faith that canonized the Bible and live according to it, in addition to the people we live with that tell us how to understand, believe and live it.

This is at its’ essence the pastoral function.  In pastoral work, we spend our time helping people to believe and trust God, and the Bible, and one another.  It is just simply not reality to assume that the Bible sits by itself as authoritative.  I would argue that it never intended to be, nor does it function in such a way.  Authority must be recognized for it to have any meaningful function.  One can say that there is an “unaccepted” authority, but in reality what kind of authority would that be?  The Bible does not simply intend to be authoritative or right, but it is intended to lead people to righteousness.

2 Timothy 3: 10 – 17 You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, 11persecutions, sufferings--what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them. 12In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted, 13while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. 14But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 


I will not do an in-depth analasys of this passage, but let me simply point out that Paul encourages Timothy to believe the Bible because of whom he learned it from, the Scriptures ability to function in a person’s life, and that it was breathed by God.  God and community are basis of authority.

Let me say that I do hold to the Bible as authoritative, but for reasons that extend beyond the ones you offer.  The argument for the authority of the Bible is not to argue that the Bible is a “stand alone” piece from which all other authority comes.  Rather it is part of the community of faith that we live in.

To say it in blunt pastoral fashion, people normally believe God, and then agree that the Bible is authoritative.  I have never meant some one who does not follow God but holds to the authority of the Bible, or someone who ignores God and yet sees the Bible as the place from where all knowledge of God is derived.  I do know plenty of people who do follow God and do not hold to the authority of the Bible and I believe them to be in error.  But that is not the same as assuming that some one must first give authority to the Bible before belief. 

In many ways this dialog is similar to the discussion of  “objective, removed, absolute truth”, and may very well be what people consider the “postmodern” debate.  That kind of Truth may well exist, but none of us can get to it (for we are all in context and could never see anything not from that context), so for our part truth is always contextual.  The Bible is authoritative, and does reveal God (while I would say not entirely nor solely), and it is authoritative in a context.  That context includes Spirit and Community.   I would like to suggest an additional element to the standard Word and Spirit categories; I would add Community.   Many have made community a subset of the Spirit element. But, I would suggest that the role of community in revelation is at the center of our discussion and that it is much of the heart of the emerging culture view of revelation.  

The basis for my argument is not that culture has changed and become subjective and that now the church must capitulate (I say this knowing that nearly every time I have this conversation with those who hold the Word to Spirit perspective and they do conclude that this is precisely what I have done, even against my assurances that it is not).  I do suggest that the understanding of epistemology - what we know and how we know it, has changed over time and continues to change.  There is no single Biblical epistemology.  Each culture has its own way of knowing.  This, in my view, does not limit the Bible as the authoritative Word of God, but rather frees the word of God to become authoritative in every setting.  It is my view that the “classic” view of revelation is based on a particular epistemology that served it’s time well, but was not the epistemology of the Hebrews, the First Century church, nor our lives today.  

The Classic view is based on a Foundationalist understanding of the Bible (that truth is built upon accepted presuppositions that hold “logically together based on an objective truth” – the Bible being the object in this case).  I am sure that this oversimplification will provide ample fodder for dialog.  To me this foundationalist understanding is at the heart of  the “Openness” View as well and that is why there is such lively debate between the two understandings – they are trying to determine who have best argued and utilized the objective truth to support it’s position.  Fortunately the Word of God is “living and active” and is not limited to any one epistemology.  The Bible is able to live as truth inside of all epistemologies (I know that that assumption can come under fire in the abstract.  I would suggest however that I am not aware of any cultural understanding of truth in which the Bible cannot be authoritative).  It is this nature of the Word of God that distinguishes it from other religions.  That the Bible is “born” into cultures and communities and lives in it, and changes it.

The role of community in revelation is essential because the Word of God does not sit above, nor below community, but rather, as a part of the community.  This is the same role the Sprit of God plays.  I hold that we live in a setting and that setting is always in dialog.  I must make an important note here that my understanding of Christian community is one that is built around mutual submission.  And that no one part of the community would be able to simply discount another, but must be taken seriously and vigorously.  To suggest that the Bible and Spirit are part of a community of faith is to suggest that all elements of the community are in dialog with, inform and create one another.

The term community is so often overused in our language of today that it is at risk of being meaningless.  So it is important that I flesh out a bit of what I mean by community. 

When I speak of community I mean Local Community that each of as is part of, Global Community with those around the world and Historical Community of those who have gone before us.  So, community is more than simply my opinion or that of my cronies.  It is rather, the voices of the life and faith around us.  

I know that this view is open to all kinds of abuse and misconception.  But in all honesty the revelation of God has always been abused and it does not seem to me that the “classic” view has held off abuse and false teaching.  The Spirit of God has always served as the protection against heresy and the arbiter of truth.

It is my opinion that the placement of the Word of God above and all means of knowledge and understanding is a fateful step that leads to personal and corporate abuse of the Word.

I am certain that my contribution to this dialog is insufficient in may ways, and that when we reason face to face I will be rightly encouraged, led and in some ways corrected.

I look forward to our time together.
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