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How Do We Read This Thing? Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels
[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
The goal of the class is to wrestle with two questions inherent in any study of Scripture: ‘How do we interpret the text?’; and ‘What kind of authority does the text hold for us?’  The two questions are intertwined, with answers to one part having implications for the answers to the other.  The class will explore these questions with specific emphasis on the Gospels.  Among the issues to be discussed are: the meaning of authority, different views of the authority text, different methods of interpreting the text, how those interpretive methods are in dialogue with our understanding of authority, and the role of subjectivity in interpretation.
Week 1(8/30):  Introduction:  How do class members currently understand the authority of Scripture and what are the important factors in interpretation in their minds?  Introduce the two main themes and discuss how the two are interrelated. Introduce PC(USA) resources on authority and interpretation as dialogue pieces for the rest of the class.
[Handout 1. (pp. 4-6) I. Survey: “Clarifying How you view the Bible,” II. Relevant Information: brief version of PC (USA) guidelines for interpretation, III. Discussion Questions. Discussion led by Mitchell.]

Week 2 (9/6):  Issues with Authority.  What does it mean for a text (any text) to be authoritative?  In what ways is the Bible authoritative?  Are all parts of the Bible equally authoritative?

[Handout 2. (pp. 7-9)I. Survey: Examples of authority, II. Relevant Information: Some philosophical distinctions, a fallacy to watch out for. III. Shared meditations on Authority, the Word, and words. Discussion led by Cogburn.]

Week 3 (9/13):  Getting to the Text. How do we go from ancient, handwritten (and sometimes conflicting) manuscripts of the Gospels to the version we find in our Bibles today?  Session will discuss issues of translation, sources, textual variance, establishing the text, and the relative the way these issues relate to the authority of the text.  
[Handout 3 (pp. 10-12) Disucssion led by Mitchell w/ Powerpoint.]
Week 4 (9/20):  The Gospels as History, Pt. 1:  How does the historical context in which the Gospels were written impact our interpretation of the texts?  Will include issues of authorship, original audience, dating the text and discussion of the social/cultural world in which the texts were written.

[Handout 4.1. (pp. 13-16)  Social and Intellectual Context of Early Christianity. Discussion led by Cogburn.

Introduction to The Synoptic Problem. Discussion led by Mitchell.]
Week 5 (9/27):  The Gospels as History, Pt. 2:  How are the Gospels historical texts depicting the life of Jesus? Issues include the author as editor, sources, redaction (evolution of stories through different editors), oral/written transmission of stories.
[Handout 5. (pp. 17-32) Q (Handout by Mitchel and Cogburn). Discussion led by Mitchell.]
Week 6 (10/4):  The Gospels as Literature, Pt. 1:  How is each Gospel a literary work to itself?  Topics include the author as creative theologian, specific stories being told by each Gospel, using literary techniques to understand particular texts within the context of specific Gospels. (Cogburn will be out of town).
10/11, 10/18, 10/25: Presentation and discussion from Interfaith Federation of Baton Rouge.
11/1: No Sunday School

Week 7 (11/8):  The Gospels as Literature, Pt. 2: How are the Gospels composed as literary texts?  Examine different literary forms and techniques used in the Gospels and how these form the text. 
[Handout 7. (pp. 33-36) Form criticism. Discussion led by Cogburn.]
Week 8 (11/15):  Authority re-revisited and the rule of love.

[Handout 8. (pp. 37-44)  Plato’s Euthyphro Dilemma and Scriptural Ethics. Discussion led by Cogburn.]
Week 9 (11/22):  Ideology and Interpretation: How do different ideological commitments (Reformed, Roman Catholic, Evangelical, Feminist, Liberationist) shape the way that interpreters understand the text?  How has the history of interpretation been shaped by unspoken assumptions?  Discuss the extents to which interpretation is objective/subjective. 
[Handout 9 (pp. 45-49) The History of Biblical Interpretation. Discussion led by Mitchell.]
Week 10 (11/29):  Social Location and Interpretation:  How does our and my social location influence our interpretation of the text and our understanding of its authority?  Do we inevitably pick and choose based on our own preferences?  Can we abstract from our own interested position? How does the text challenge and inform us?  Is it possible to come to the text with new eyes?
[Handout 10.(pp. 49-53) Social Location, Interpretation, and Authority: The Possibility of Impartiality.]

12/6: No Sunday School

Week 11 (12/13): Authority Revisited.  In light of other discussions in the class, revisit initial notions of authority. 
[No Handout: Focus on Section IIB from Biblical Authority and Interpretation, link above, especially three views.]

Week 12 (12/20):  Principles of Interpretation revisited
[Handout 12: Focus on Sections III and IV from Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture, link above.]

How Do We Read This Thing: Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 1 (8/30): Introduction

[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
I. Survey (from Opening Doors to Discipleship). Circle an answer for each of the following.

1. The Bible is the most treasured book of all.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

2. The Bible is a human book filled with contradictions and errors.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

3. We should be able to add more books to the Bible.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

4. It is important to understand the historical context of any text before we apply it to today.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

5. The answer to every question and problem can be found in the Bible.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

6. We cannot understand the New Testament without understanding the Old Testament.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

7. The Bible is too complicated.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

8. The Bible is better understood as a library of sacred books.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

9. It is important to read through the entire Bible at least once a year.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

10. The church should have the final word on how a text should be understood.

(a) strongly agree, (b) somewhat agree, (c) neutral, (d) somewhat disagree, (e) strongly disagree

II. Relevant Information: Some of the most central Presbyterian guidelines for interpretation are summed up beautifully in Donald K. McKim, Presbyterian Questions, Presbyterian Answers, Geneva Press, 2003, pp.17-18. (We will return to these in light of Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture; I’ve put the relevant section of that document in brackets after each of these.)
1. Recognize that Jesus Christ, the Redeemer, is the center of Scripture. Luther called the Bible “the cradle in which Christ lies.” The Old Testament anticipates Christ; the New Testament witnesses to his coming as God’s Messiah who has redeemed his people. Jesus Christ is the central focus of the biblical story. [IVC]

2. Focus on the plain text of Scripture. Some biblical texts are clearly symbolic; many others are best understood when we know the particular settings and customs of the time. We need to know as much as we can about the biblical languages and the social and cultural contexts of the biblical writings to interpret them well and take the Bible seriously. [IIIC]

3. Depend on the Holy Spirit’s guidance for interpreting and applying God’s message. The Holy Spirit enables us to see and hear things in the biblical texts that may have been hidden to us before. God’s Word and God’s Spirit always go together. Prayer for the Spirit’s illumination is always important for biblical interpretation and for applying the Bible’s word. [IVH]

4. Be guided by the church’s doctrinal consensus or “rule of faith.” The church has interpreted the Bible through the centuries. We should always pay attention to what the church has heard the Spirit saying in the Scripture, and recognize as significant the creeds and confessions of the ancient church as well as of other Reformed churches when we interpret. [IVF]

5. Let all interpretations be in accord with the “rule of love.” Jesus commanded us to love God and love our neighbor. Later theologians spoke of the “rule of love” as being a guide for us. Our biblical interpretation should not lead us towards views or actions that are destructive of or harmful to others, since we are clearly commanded to love them. [IVE] 

6. Remember that biblical interpretation requires earnest study. No amount of prayer or piety is a substitute for using the best resources available to us for helping with biblical interpretation. Today we have many such aids, a large number written for those with no specific theological training. These should be appropriated and well used. [IIIABC]

7. Seek to interpret a particular biblical passage in light of all of the Bible. Biblical interpretation should move from “the whole to the part.” The big, overarching messages of Scripture should help us understand particular biblical passages. They should also stand as guides to warn us if our individual interpretations are moving in directions contrary to the larger, clearer biblical themes. [IVD]

III. Discussion

Can you think of examples of people misunderstanding the Gospels by failure to interpret according to the above lights?

As contemporary Presbyterians we are strongly encouraged [IIIABC] to avail ourselves of all relevant historical scholarship. But historians are entirely interested in questions such as recovering what early Christian communities were like, what the authors of the texts intended in that context, what we can learn about the history of the composition of the texts and related material. The methodology they use to do this has to bracket the issue of whether the religion is true (though some of the evidence for dating involves presupposing that miracles did not happen) and not follow the above rules. Is there a problem with us granting authority to people who by the Presbyterian view are systematically misinterpreting our holy texts (for examples, since as historians they do not follow the rule of love)? If so, how do we negotiate this as followers of Christ? One way to reconcile this is to think clearly about what holy books are supposed to do. The historian qua historian is doing something different with the text than that same historian qua Christian. But what she does qua historian is one of the constraints upon how she reads the text qua Christian.

How Do We Read This Thing? Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 2 (9/6): Authority

[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
I. Survey

(1) Give examples of the following kinds of things that have authority: (a) person, (b) institution, (c) text.

(2) Give examples of things that have the following kinds of authority: (a) technical, (b) legal, (c) moral, (d) spiritual.

(3) Some examples of rejecting authority: (a) In Milton’s Paradise Lost, Satan’s wickedness is represented as founded in rebellion against God’s authority. (b) In the movie “The Wild Ones,” when he’s asked what he’s rebelling against, Marlon Brando’s character responds “What have you got?” (c) Christianity itself seems to be to some extent a rejection of central aspects of the world’s authority. In your mind, when does it make sense to reject authority and when does it make sense to embrace it?

II. Relevant Information

Philosophers often understand human beings primarily in terms of experiential input, mental processing, and behavioral output. The mental processing involves beliefs, desires, and reasoning. All of these aspects are subject to authority. An watched television show, for example, can change all of these: (a) perceptions, (b) beliefs, (c) desires, (d) patterns of reasoning, and (e) actions. When something has authority it has the power to cause these changes. Consider how television news warps people’s perceptions of the kinds of dangers the modern world presents us with, e.g. the likelihood of being the victim of a crime or terrorism versus being the victim of an aggressive driver. 

Note that authority over a person can be to some extent explicit. This is when a person recognizes the thing guides their perceptions, beliefs, desires, patterns of reasoning, or actions. But much more common is when authority is implicit, when we have dim to no awareness of what (and how) institutions shape our thoughts and behavior and perhaps would not rationally endorse the shaping if we were fully aware.
Explicit authority can be endorsed or rejected. When we endorse it we regard it as true or rational. When we regard an authority as true we usually take it to affect us in the following ways.
Perception- being caused to have more accurate perceptions.

Belief- being caused to have more true, less false, and more relevant beliefs.

Desires- being caused to have desires that lead to greater flourishing.

Patterns of Reasoning- being caused to reason in ways that make one’s beliefs and desires better (in the sense stated above), and one’s actions more rational expression of one’s beliefs and desires. 

Actions- being caused to act in ways that promote flourishing.

Of course, this all depends on what counts as accuracy, truth, and human flourishing! Charles Manson thought (his interpretation of) the Beatles’ “white album” was an important true authority and his followers thought he was truly authoritative.

So enlightenment first seeks to render authority explicit, and then to genuinely distinguish true from false authority.

At the heart of Christianity is the distinction between the false authority of the world and the true authority of the Word. We pray for grace so that we can submit ourselves to the true authority of the Word. In this class we’re trying to make more sense of the relationship between the Word (Jesus) and the words (Gospels) attesting to His incarnation.

We should always consider the scope of an authoritative object or person. For example, a lawyer specializing in intellectual property cases will be authoritative about intellectual property law, but far less authoritative in other areas of law, and usually even less about other areas such as medicine. As Presbyterians we take the Bible to be “the rule of faith and life” which delimits the scope of its authority. We don’t take the Bible to override our best natural science. We don’t take the Bible to be the only way God is revealed to us. In interpreting the Bible, we do take into account the research of historians and social scientists; we do follow the rule of love. All of these things have authority outside of the printed words in the text.
Finally, the fact that the Bible supposedly says that it is authoritative (e.g. “Proverbs 30:5-6: "Every word of God is flawless", etc.) is no evidence that the Bible is authoritative. In addition to equating the Word with actual words in a text (and the fact that “The Bible” didn’t exist when the books with these passages were written), appeal to such passages to give authority to the Bible involves committing the logical fallacy called “begging the question.” If somebody or something says they are telling the truth, this is no evidence on its own that they are, for they could be mistaken about their own accuracy. [For a nice overview about what the Bible is taken to say about its own inerrancy, see http://www.religioustolerance.org/inerran3.htm ]. 
III. Things to Discuss

(1) What is the scope of the Gospels’ authority? (2) How and to what extent do they improve perception, belief, desires, reasoning, and actions within this scope? (3) What is the scope of Jesus’ authority? (4) How and to what extent does He improve perception, belief, desires, reasoning, and actions within this scope?  (5) What is the relation between the authority of the word (biblical texts) and the authority of the Word (Jesus)? (6) If the Gospels do include contradictions and (non-miraculous) statements that are historically implausible, how does this affect our answers to (1)-(5)?
How Do We Read This Thing: Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 3 (9/13): Getting to the Text.

Slide 1:  Introduction (photo: Gutenberg Bible)

The class session will discuss how we go from the life of Jesus and the early Christian community to the writings that appear in English versions of the Bible. Event—Oral Tradition—Written Tradition—Collected into Books—Books into canon—Canon translated to English 

Slide 2:  Overview

Describe the general flow of the class.  

Slide 3:  From Stories to Books
There are no known writings by Jesus or that were written while the events of his life actually occurred. The earliest extant accounts of Jesus life are from approximately 40 years after his life. By contrast, the apostle Paul wrote letters to churches, which give us detail and insight into his biography and character. The stories of Jesus were told by his disciples and passed down for many years. Since the early church believe that Jesus’ return was immanent, there was no pressing need have written biographies of Jesus. As time passed, the need for such written accounts became necessary as the original witness died and as the Christian community grew. Some of these early written texts focused on Jesus teachings, some on the story of his life. These accounts, both written and oral, were then collected by the Gospel writers. One of the Gospels tells us this, Luke 1:1-4: Since many have undertaken to set down and orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.” 

Slide 4: Sources
The primary sources for the New Testament are hand copied manuscripts. Texts are divided into three types: Papyri, Uncials and Minuscules. The earliest sources are fragments of papyrus scrolls or codexes from as early as the 2nd century. Papyrus degrades significantly over time, so no complete papyri exist. The earliest complete editions are parchment codexes from the 4th century. The New Testament is the most frequently preserved ancient text, with more than 5800 Greek texts (fragments or complete), over 10,000 in Latin and 9,300 in other languages. Another important set of sources often cited are writings of early church leaders who quoted (often without attribution) the NT writings. For instance, Justin Martyr writing in the early second century.

Slide 5: Pictures  
(1) P52, papyrus fragment of the Gospel of John, specifically John 18:31-33 and 37-38.  3.5”x2.5” Oldest known portion of the New Testament, ca 125-160, “... a King I am. I for this have been born and (for this) I have come into the world so that I should testify to the truth. Everyone being of the truth hears my voice. Says to him Pilate, "What is truth?" and this saying, again he went out to the Jews and says to them, "I nothing find in him a case." 2) P45, papyrus fragment, ca 250 contains portions of Matthew, Luke, John and Acts.

Slide 6: Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus 
Earliest complete copies of the New Testament, ca 350.  These are among the best and earliest complete texts. The standard Greek texts of the New Testament rely significantly on these texts unless earlier papyri fragments indicate otherwise.
Slide 7: Problems with Ancient sources. 
The ancient sources do not agree entirely, with each text having its own peculiar variations. Usually, these variations are in the form of scribal errors. Imagine working by candlelight, copying line after line of text.  Errors are bound to be made. Some variations are related to additions to the text that add descriptive words or phrases, but do not change the meaning or thrust of the text to a large degree. Sometimes, more significant variations appear.

Slide 8: Determining the Text  
There are two types of evidence that scholars use when trying to determine the text, internal and external.  External evidence looks at the number and quality of manuscripts that support a particular variation. The common heritage of manuscripts is taken into account, since manuscripts from similar locations, possibly relying on similar source material, often share many variations. Linguistic roots also play a part here.  Internal evidence looks at the linguistic structure, vocabulary, writing style, and context to understand what might be a more reliable variation. Both types of evidence are taken into account when making decisions.

Slide 9: Case Study  
Mark 16  Look as a class at Mk 16 (time permitting). This text highlights the problem involved in determining the text as well as how evidence is used to make determinations.  The external evidence strongly suggests that v. 9-20 are not original, but were added sometime in the late second century. The two portions of v. 8 directly contradict one another, one saying that the women told no one, the other that they did as they were told.  Many scholars are led to believe that the Gospel originally ended with “for they were afraid”, but there is no external evidence for this conclusion. Even excluding 8b, it is unclear if the intention of the author was for the Gospel to end at this point. Some theorize that the original ending is lost or perhaps even that the author died before completing it.

Slide 10: Translation  
Translation from one language to another is a difficult task, even when using two contemporary languages. It is more problematic when translating ancient, dead languages to modern languages. Often, words do not have simple one to one translations. For instance, in the dialect of Greek used in the New Testament, there are three words, agape, phileo and eros, that are all translated with the English word ‘love’.  In each case, love is the closest approximation of each individual word, yet the variation among the Greek words is usually lost when translating to English. This also appears in relation to prepositions. The various prepositions used in any particular language are not used exactly the same way in another language. Words like in, on, of, at or with carry similar meanings, but are problematic to use in translation, especially since the spoken language of the New Testament is no longer in use. One important example of this comes from Paul’s letters. The Greek preposition en can be translated as in or of with equal validity.  This takes on some importance when Paul talks about salvation.  Much turns on whether he means “Faith in Christ” or “Faith of Christ”. Also, the early church invented new words or adapted words from other sources to use in new ways. It can be difficult to translate these terms when they are only used by one NT author. Translation is also made problematic when one takes into account the considerable cultural difference between the Greco-Roman world and the contemporary world

Slide 11: Choosing a Bible  
Variety of different Bibles in bookstores today, for every conceivable niche audience.  Choosing a Bible for study can be very confusing. The first issue to consider is whether a given Bible is a translation or paraphrase. Translations: NRSV, NIV, NAS Paraphrase:  Living Bible, The Message. Grey area: King James version. Look at how the text handles different issues of translation and what additional study materials it provides. Examples:  inclusive language, textual explanation and commentary, devotional materials.  Recommend the NRSV translation and Oxford Annotated or Harper’s Study Bible as specific editions.

How Do We Read This Thing: Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 4 (9/20): The Gospels as History, Pt. 1

[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
From a purely historical point of view, Christianity is often represented as a brilliant combination of many political, religious, and philosophical strands that animated the Jewish, Greco-Roman, and Egyptian world. All of the movements below contain important beliefs taken as central by early Christian communities as well as important beliefs rejected by early Christian communities. Most important for our purposes, the Gospels’ intended audiences at the time were reading them in a cultural context shaped these movements. When the author of John identifies Jesus with the logos this was intended to mean something very particular to people who read Plato and the Greek Stoics.
I. Political Context-

Delbert Burkett sums up the different ways in which Roman conquest fed into Messianic hopes in Palestine.

During the Roman period, some Jews reconciled themselves to living under foreign domination. Others chafed under the yoke of Roman rule and hoped for independence. Different Jews envisioned this hope in different ways. Some advocated armed revolt against the Romans. Others waited for God to end the rule of foreign oppressors and establish his own rule over Israel. Still others looked for the coming of a human liberator a king or some figure from Israel’s past. While some expected life to continue as before, others expected a new age, far superior to the age in which they lived. (An Introduction to the New Testament and the Origins of Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 2002))
Burkett’s book is a very good resource (which I use in what follows) as is Gerd Theissen’s The Shadow of the Galilean: The Quest of the Historical Jesus in Narrative Form (Fortress, 2007)).

Two historical aspects that are absolutely essential in understanding early Christianity generally are: (1) Roman expansion and (2) the resulting cultural and economic tensions that led to the Judean war and destruction of the 2nd Temple in 70 CE. Theissen very well depicts the enormous economic hardship of average Jewish farmers during this period.

II. Hellenistic Religions

The Roman world was generally polytheistic, with different cities and groups having different gods and goddesses to propitiate. The belief system was syncretic, in that divinities from different areas that served similar functions could be equated. There also cults involving oracles, and different ways that mortals could become divine: avatar/incarnation, the offspring of divine entities and mortals, and deification by public worship. The cult of the Roman Emperor was a source of severe tension between Rome and Judaism (certainly a factor in the first Jewish revolt that led to the destruction of the temple) and also Rome and early Christians.

Burton Mack’s Who Wrote the New Testament? The Making of the Christian Myth stresses that Roman conquest had delegitimized many of the traditional divinities, which had been associated with now defeated independent city states and countries, and that at Jesus’ time this led to a lot of interest in Judaism by non Jews.
There are similarities in some religions of the Hellenistic era and Christianity: (1) Mystery cults such as that at Eleusis promised immortality to those who took part in the secret ceremonies. Some of these ceremonies resemble baptism and communion. (2) Many of the miraculous aspects of Jesus’ life are prefigured in Hellenistic mythology, for example Dionysius’ divine birth and death and resurrection which the Orphic tradition took to be central to the attainment of eternal life. (3) Some very ancient Egyptian divinities were triune. Most importantly, Osiris was identified with his son Horus, and something very much like communion was practiced with regard to him. He was put to death and resurrected too. In the Hellenistic era his worship was combined with worship of Dionysius in mystery cults.

III. Movements in Judaism-

Pharisees

· Believed in resurrection of the dead, only the just.

· Popular with the lower classes, had representation in Sanhedrin by Jesus’ time.

· Followed tradition of oral law in addition to written law of the Torah (somewhere between Sadducees and Essenes in strictness of observance).

· Difficult issue in interpreting them just from Gospel because some of the criticism might have been read as an “in house debate” between early Christian Pharisees and non Christian Pharisees.

Sadducees

· Did not believe in resurrection of the dead.

· Popular with wealthy minority.

· Rejected the tradition of oral law, just followed the Torah.

Essenes 

· Lived in communities and shared property.

· Took no baggage when they travelled.

· Avoided swearing.

· Believed in immortality of the soul, not the body.

· Very difficult to join, required a three year initiation period.

· Believed that two messiahs were coming, one a political leader and one a high priest.

· Joined the revolt that led to the first Judean war (66-73 CE), thinking this would precipitate the coming of the Messiah; they were destroyed by the Romans.

IV. Hellenistic Philosophical Movements 

Platonism

· Divided reality into realm of appearance and more real realm of unchanging forms (of things as well as qualities such as goodness).

· Believed that the universe was the creation of a “Demiurge” who looked to the realm of forms for a pattern.

· Believed that the human soul was immortal.

· Believed that the route to the liberation of the soul was focusing on the eternal forms, which required not focusing on things of the flesh.

· Believed that wrong came entirely from ignorance.

Stoicism

· Believed “logos” was the active rational principle that animated the world.

· Believed everything happened for a reason, and that the point of life was to live in accordance with reason (“logos”). Stressed exercises to learn to accept fate and be dispassionate.

· Believed god was the world (pantheism).

· In late period Republican and early Imperial Rome of Jesus’ time Stoicism is associated with Senatorial aristocrats (Cato) whose opposition to mitigating the plight of the poor (they opposed expanded citizenship, food distribution, military pay and retirement) led to the fall of the Republic and rise of the Empire. Strangely, the emperors tended to be much more liberal in economic policy and also less rapacious in management of non-Roman provinces, which were slowly taken away from senatorial control. 

· In mid period Imperial Rome Stoicism would change radically. The later stoic philosopher Epictetus (AD 55–AD 135) was himself initially a slave and his writings focused more on ethics than earlier stoics. Emperor Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations (26 April 121 – 17 March 180) stresses that every human is equally divine, and that we should not be angry at others due to the fact that wrong comes from ignorance. Late period Stoicism becomes the intellectual justification for state policy involving public education, public care for orphans and the poor, weakening the institution of slavery, and trying to stop gladitorial entertainment. At the very least this paved the way for Roman acceptance of Christianity, and might as well have been influenced by early Christianity (and vice versa). 

Cynicism

· Extolled simple life of few desires.

· Radically rejected society and possessions, lived by begging.

· Preachers had distinctive appearance: long hair, carried a staff and knapsack.

· Shocked people with their preaching. Engaged in “diatribes,” arguing with imaginary opponent.

· Very popular in Greek communities in Galilee during Jesus’ life (Gadara, a hotbed of Cynic philosophy, is one day’s walk from Nazareth).

How Do We Read This Thing? Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 5 (9/27): The Gospels as History, Pt. 2

[Note: The two main documents are using in this course, Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation, can be found at http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf .]

I. The Synoptic Problem
Of the four canonical Gospels, three have a great deal in common (Matthew, Mark and Luke), while one stands alone with most of the fourth being independent (John).  Details of the composition of each Gospel have an important impact on how we interpret them.  None of the Gospels say who wrote them or when.  But each provides clues about the context of their writing.

Since the early church, Christians have noticed the similarities among Matthew, Mark and Luke. These three Gospels share a large portion of the narrative material about Jesus.  His life, miracles, and ultimately death and resurrection, are portrayed in very similar ways, often with stories being told nearly word for word the same. Also, there is a substantial amount of Jesus teachings and sermons that are shared by Matthew and Luke, but are absent Mark. This overlap has led most observers to conclude that one or more of these writers used one or more of the others as a source.

The Traditional Approach
For centuries, the Gospels were understood to be written by the disciples or members of the apostolic community from which we derive their names.  The time, place and context of their writing based on this attribution.  The early and medieval church thought that Matthew and John, written by two of the twelve apostles, were written first, followed by Mark and Luke, which were attributed to companions of Peter and Paul.  For many reasons, contemporary scholarship does not find strong evidence for this understanding.

Two Source Hypothesis
Today, the overwhelming majority of New Testament scholars embrace the “Two Source Hypothesis.”  According to this view, Mark was the first extant Gospel to be written and was used as a source for both Matthew and Luke. In addition to Mark, Matthew and Luke also share a common source of the teaching of Jesus, known as Q (from the German word Quelle which means simply source). Both Matthew and Luke contain word for word identical material that is unique, which may have come from other sources.  According to the Two Source hypothesis, neither Mattnew nor Luke had access to the other while writing their Gospel. Some scholars also argue that Q was a source for Mark as well.

To make sense of any of this we need first to examine the kinds of things that unify and differentiate the four Gospels.

Mark
Attribution:  John Mark, a companion of Peter

Dates:  Around the time of the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 70 AD.

Location and Audience:  Mark takes great pains to explain certain Aramaic phrases and Jewish tradtions, which lead scholars to believe it was written outside of Palestine. The presence of certain “latinisms” conclude some to believe Mark was written in Rome (as traditionally thought) though the fact that most of these terms are related to military occupation lead others to think it was written in a territory with a large Roman military presence.

Points of Emphasis: Mark has sometimes been called “a passion narrative with an extended introduction.” Mark is concerned with the salvific power of Jesus death and resurrection. Throughout Mark, Jesus identity as the Messiah is a closely guarded secret. Only two humans identify Jesus as the Messiah or Son of God, though many demons and the voice of God recognize Jesus correctly. Mark tells us a great deal about Jesus’ life and healing ministry, but less about his teaching.

Matthew
Attribution:  Matthew, the disciple, based on a story contained in the Gospel

Dates: Circa 90 AD, with some estimates as early as the mid-70s.

Location and Audience: Matthew goes to great lengths to show Jesus as the one who fulfills Messianic prophecy. Matthew also spends more time discussing Jewish law than the other Gospels. This leads many scholars to conclude that Matthew’s community was primarily Jewish and likely in an area around Judea, Lebanon or Syria. Matthew tends to follow Mark more faithfully than does Luke, but is thought to take more liberties with the Q material.

Points of Emphasis: Matthew portrays Jesus as the heir to Moses, the one who fulfills Messianic prophecy and the Law. Jesus discusses the proper understanding and application of Jewish law in much detail. Matthew balances the narrative focus of Mark with considerable teaching segments based on the Q material. The Sermon on the Mount is found in Matthew, as well as teachings addressed to the early church. Matthew contains several stories about Peter not contained in the other Gospels.

Luke
Attribution: Luke, the physician who travelled with Paul, based on certain section of Acts

Dates:  Circa 85 AD.  

Location and Audience: Because of Luke’s emphasis on Jesus as a universal savior and comparative lack of concern with Jewish prophecy and law, most scholars believe that Luke’s audience is primarily Gentile Christians. The location of the Gospel’s writing in unknown, though the complexity and nuance of Luke’s writing style suggests an urban, literate audience.  

Points of Emphasis: Luke and Acts are believed (and claim to be) written by the same author and can be read together. Luke  moves from Galilee to Jerusalem and Acts moves from Jerusalem to Rome. This arc emphasizes the importance of Jesus for all people, savior not just to the Jews, but for all the world. The teaching portions of Luke emphasize Jesus teaching in parables, and many of the most beloved parables of Jesus appear only in the Gospel of Luke (the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son, among others).

John 

Attribution: John the Apostle, based on special material about the “beloved disciple”

Dates: End of first century, commonly thought of as latest of the Gospels to reach its final form, though some of the material is thought to have been composed much earlier. Portions of the Gospel of John seem to show a heavy and complex editorial hand, leading some scholars to believe the Gospel went through a number of revisions before reaching its final form.

Location and Audience: John was likely written in a time and place where conflict between the early church and the synagogue was near its peak. It also shows influence of the Greek philosophy with the emphasis on Jesus as the Word. The most likely location would be a Greek city in Asia Minor. It is unclear whether John’s community had access to the other Gospels, although the patristic tradition indicates that it did.

Points of Emphasis: John is structured differently than the Synoptic Gospels and has concerns quite different than the others. John emphasizes Jesus identity as the “Word made flesh” and most of the Gospel centers on the revelation of Jesus’ divine identity.  The miracles that Jesus performs are fewer and directly related to his teaching. John is often enigmatic. For instance, it uses much Eucharistic imagery (turning water into wine, multiplying loaves, Jesus statement “I am the vine…”, etc) and spends four chapters on the Last Supper, yet never includes Jesus final meal and the institution of the Lord’s Supper.  
2. Q as the Double Source
As noted above, Q is named after the German word “Quelle,” or source, that is hypothesized by most biblical scholars to have been excerpted by the authors of Matthew and Luke and the sayings (not to be confused with the Infancy) Gospel of Thomas. Some also think it was used by the author of Mark. Q is reconstructed by considering material that is very similar or identical in both Gospels and that is not similar to material in Mark. Here’s a nice picture from Wikipedia, with Q being the “Double Tradition” material.
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Here’s a picture from wikipedia showing how similar the parallel passages are.
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The working out of the lost Gospel of Thomas (discovered in 1945 in Nag Hammadi, Egypt) added new fervor to Q studies, as 35% percent of the book consists in Q material.

Most scholars think that Q predates Mark. But this is mostly because: (a) even though Q was written in Greek, much of the Q material seems like it could have been part of an older oral tradition, (b) the material in Q makes sense in light of what we know about the conditions in Galilee, so one could suppose that the other material was added as the Jesus movement spread into Samaria, Judea, Syria, and beyond, and (c) much of the miraculous stuff attributed to Jesus in Mark and in all three Synoptic Gospels is not in Q, and none of it is what many scholars take to be the earliest material in the text (Q1). In particular, there is no virgin birth and no resurrection in Q. If as a historian you assume that such things do not happen, then it makes sense to think they were added later in an attempt by people in the Hellenistic world to assert the divinity of Jesus (Burton Mack argues this way). What are Christians to make of such arguments? In part this depends upon the extent to which belief in a literal resurrection is a necessary part of being a Christian.

II. In The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q & Christian Origins (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins 1993), Mack argues forcefully that a full understanding of Q should be central to the search for the historical Jesus. Was Jesus primarily a liberal moral reformer (Harnack, 107)? A radical apocalyptic visionary whose message had to be changed by his followers when the apocalypse did not in fact take place (Weis 1892, Schweitzer, Bultmann 1921)? A proto-existentialist (Bultmann 1926)? The preacher of “realized eschatology” that the kingdom of God was already at hand (Dodd 1935)?

John S. Kloppenborg (The Formation of Q (Fortress Press, 1987) hypothesized that Q was written in layers, with the first version (Q1) being a set of moral instructions from Jesus. This fits into a recognized genre of literary composition at the time, and Kloppenborg is able to interpret this material in light of such compositions. Then, when the Jesus movement spread and suffered rejection, apocalyptic and prophetic sayings were added (Q2) material. Kloppenborg’s thesis is able to make sense of a lot of earlier work on Q involving also different grammatical styles of the different types of material and the way the material is grouped in Matthew, Luke, and Thomas. In particular it is the only theory to make sense of the thoroughly non-apocalyptic nature of Thomas.

Mack understands the historical Jesus and the early spread of Christianity in terms of Kloppenborg’s hypothesis and in light of what we know about Galilee during Jesus’ time, in particular the spread of cynic philosophers, the lack of evidence of Pharisees in Galilee, and the cultural, economic, and political differences between Galilee and Judea. For example, Galilee was only part of greater Israel from uneasy annexation in 100 until 4 B.C.E., many of those years involving horrible bloodshed, and there is no evidence that during Jesus’ time Galileans paid a temple tax. Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee from 4 B.C.E. onwards built Greek cities.

Mack argues that four understandings of Jesus are contradicted by what we know of Galilee and Q. Reformation- the idea that Judaism needed to be reformed because of the legalistic Pharisees. Problem- nothing in Q supports this understanding and the Pharisees were weak even in Judea during Jesus’ time. They had no official role in the 2nd Temple. Revolution- the idea that Jesus was tied to the movements to seize the temple (during the siege of Jerusalem (70 C.E.), three rebel factions fought one another inside the city) and possibly to revolt against the Romans. Problem- again, nothing in Q supports this, and again nothing supports the idea that such issues in Judea would have been of much concern to Jesus’ Galilean followers. Sectarian formation- the idea that the Jesus movement saw themselves as a new or “true” Israel that had been prophesized. Problem- Nothing in Q supports the idea of a distinctively Jewish sect. Utopia- the view that Jesus’ followers were reacting to desperate poverty to which Jewish temple taxes and Roman taxation had reduced them. But again, there is no archeological or historical evidence for widespread poverty at the time, and it is unclear why Herod Antipas in Galilee would make his people pay taxes to Judea.
Mack says the Q sayings fit into three Hellenistic factors that were at work in Galilee: (1) philosophical and religious entrepreneurs who gave speeches, predicted things, and healed people, (2) the formations of fellowships, groups of people who met with common interests (while the idea of a bowling club seems normal today, it was revolutionary at the time and in reaction to the overthrow of traditional priest state societies by the Greeks and Romans), (3) a preoccupation with philosophy and literature that reflected how one ought to live, in particular the philosophical injunction to live simply and naturally that was the center of cynic philosophy.
For Mack what is distinctive about the Jesus movement as it evolved through the Q1 and Q2 material is that it took the radical cynic critique of society and used that to built new societies. The seven blocks of material in Q1 all formally follow the mode of cynic argumentation (groups of statements that are combinations of the following: Thesis, Reason, Analogy, Example, and Exhortation) and also involve cynic use of humor to provide surprising critiques of traditional society. Then the material in Q2 all makes sense in terms of the reaction of groups of people who have been organizing themselves around the Q1 material and who have experienced rejection and oppression. Mack argues that organizing fellowships around such radical philosophy is something really unprecedented. He also argues that tying cynic critique to the Jewish notion of a “kingdom of God” in a way that allows gentiles to partake in the Jewish god is unprecedented. If he is right, then these two things ((1) turning a kind of Cynic philosophy into a viable social movement, (2) allowing gentiles to worship the Jewish God) are the true significance of the early Jesus movement.

Likewise, If one just examines the Q1 material (in bold) below, one does see that a pretty strong historical case can be made for the moral concerns being the center of the original historical Jesus movement. This ties in interesting ways to the Presbyterian “rule of love” that is to guide us in interpreting the scriptures. Mack’s quest for the historical Jesus brings us face to face with the beatitudes, the injunction to love your enemy, and not to judge. These are the first three passages of Q1. If you were following the rule of love, these passages would already seem absolutely central. Here good history and good theology come together.

III. Below is James Tabor’s presentation of the Q source, based on Luke. For the citations in Matthew  (and Thomas) go to Peter Kirby’s http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/q-contents.html , which collates the different versions of Q given in: (1) Richard A. Edwards, A Theology of Q: Eschatology, Prophecy, and Wisdom (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press 1976), (2) Robert J. Miller, ed., The Complete Gospels: Annotated Scholars Version (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press 1992), (3) Burton L. Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q & Christian Origins (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins 1993), (4) John S. Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q: The History and Setting of the Sayings Gospel (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press 2000). I’ve: (1) added the titles of the sections from Richard Edward’s book, and (2) following Mack, bolded Q1 material, left Q2 material in normal font, and italicized Q3 material. Note that all of these different versions of Q disagree on whether to include a few passages, but none of the disagreements affect the substantive debates concerning the 3 layers hypothesis.
The Preaching of John
3:7-9, 16b-17 [John the Baptist] said to the multitudes that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits that befit repentance, and do not begin to say to yourselves, we have Abraham as our father; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. I baptize you with water; but he who is mightier than I is coming, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor, and to gather the wheat into his granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 
Temptations
4:2b-12 He ate nothing in those days; and when they were ended, he was hungry. The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.” Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone.” The devil took him up, and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, and said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory; for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will, if you, then, will worship me, it shall all be yours.” And Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, ‘you shall worship the Lord your God, and him only shall you serve.’” He took him to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him ‘If you are the Son of God throw yourself down from here; for it is written, ‘He will give his angels charge of you, to guard you, and on their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’ Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘you shall not tempt the Lord your God.”

The Beatitudes
6:20-23 Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you that hunger now, for you shall be satisfied. Blessed are you that weep now, for you shall laugh. Blessed are you when men hate you, and when they exclude you and revile you, and cast out your name as evil, on account of the Son of man! Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for so their fathers did to the prophets. 

Love of Enemies
6:27-37 But I say to you that hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. To him who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from him who takes away your cloak do not withhold your coat as well. Give to every one who begs from you; and of him who takes away your goods do not ask them again. As you wish that men would do to you, do so to them. If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the selfish. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful. 

Judging Others
6:37-42 Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven; and give and it will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap. For the measure you give will be the measure you get back.” Can a blind man lead a blind man? Will they not both fall into a pit? A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone when he is fully taught will be like his teacher. Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take out the speck that is in your eye,’ when you yourself do not see the log that is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take out the speck that is in your brother’s eye. 
Fruits
6:43-45 For no good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; for each tree is known by its own fruit. For figs are not gathered from thorns, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush. The good man out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil man out of his evil treasure produces evil; for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.
House on Rock 

6:47-49 Everyone who comes to me and hears my words and does them, I will show you what he is like: he is like a man building a house, who dug deep, and built the foundation upon rock; and when a flood arose, the stream broke against that house, and could not shake it, because it had been well built. But he who hears and does not do them is like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation, against which the stream broke, and immediately it fell, and the ruin of that house was great.

Centurion of Capernaum 

7:2-3, 6-10 A centurion had a slave who was dear to him who was sick and at the point of death. When he heard of Jesus he sent to him elders of the Jews, asking him to come and heal his slave. Jesus went with them. When he was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends to him, saying to him, Lord do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof; therefore I did not presume to come to you. But say the word, and let my servant be healed. For I am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me: and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘come,’ and he comes; and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and he does it,” when Jesus heard this he marveled at him, and turned and said to the multitude that followed him, ‘I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” When those who had been sent returned to the house, they found the slave well. 
John’s Question and Jesus’ Answer
7:18-23 The disciples of John told him all these things. John calling to him two of his disciples, sent them to the Lord, saying, ‘Are you he who is to come, or shall we look for another?’ When the men had come to him, they said, John the Baptist has sent us to you, saying, ‘Are you he who is to come or shall we look for another?’ In that hour he cured many of diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on many that were blind he bestowed sight. He answered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard; the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to them, and blessed is he who takes no offense at me.” 
Jesus’ Witness to John
7:24-35 When the messengers of John had gone, he began to speak to the crowds concerning John: What did you go out into the wilderness to behold? A reed shaken by the wind? What then did you go out to see? A man clothed in soft raiment? Behold, those who are gorgeously appareled and live in luxury are in kings’ courts. What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is he of whom it is written, Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, who shall prepare thy way before thee. I tell you, among those born of women none is greater than John; yet he who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he. To what shall I compare the men of this generation, and what are they like? They are like children sitting in the market place and calling to one another, We piped to you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did not weep. John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine; and you say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of man has come eating and drinking; and you say, ‘Behold, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ Wisdom is justified by all her children.” 
On Following Jesus
9:57-62 As they were going along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” And Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man has nowhere to lay his head.” To another he said, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, let me first go and bury my father.” But he said to him, “Leave the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 
Commissioning of the 70
10:2-12 He said to them, The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. Go your way; behold, I send you out as lambs in the midst of wolves. Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; salute no one on the road. Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace be to this house!’ And if a son of peace is there, your peace shall rest upon him; but if not, it shall return to you. Remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they provide, for the laborer deserves his wages. Do not go from house to house. Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is set before you; heal the sick in it and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’ Whenever you enter a town and they do not receive you, go into its streets and say: ‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off against you; nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near.’ I tell you, it shall be more tolerable on that day for Sodom than for that town. 

Woes on Galilee
10:13-15 Woe to you, Chorazin! woe to you, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and ashes. But it shall be more tolerable in the judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You shall be brought down to Hades. 

Whoever Hears You, Hears Me
10:16 He who hears you hears me, and he who rejects you rejects me, and he who rejects me rejects him who sent me. 
Thanksgiving and Blessedness of Disciples
10:21-22 He rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes; yea, Father, for such was thy gracious will. All things have been delivered to me by my Father; and no one knows who the Son is except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.’
10:23-24 Blessed are the eyes which see what you see! For I tell you that many prophets and kings desired to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it. 

The Lord’s Prayer
11:2-4 When you pray, say, ‘Father, hallowed be thy name, Thy kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread; and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us; and lead us not into temptation.’ 

Encouragement to Pray
11:9-13 Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. Everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened. What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!

Beelzebul Controversy
11:14-21 Now he was casting out a demon that was dumb; when the demon had gone out, the dumb man spoke, and the people marveled. But some of them said, “He casts out demons by Beelzebub, the prince of demons”; while others, to test him, sought from him a sign from heaven. But he, knowing their thoughts, said to them, “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a divided household falls. And if Satan also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom stand? For you say that I cast out demons by Beelzebub. And if I cast out demons by Beelzebub, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore they shall be your judges. But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own palace, his goods are in peace.
Return of the Evil Spirit
11:24-26 When the unclean spirit has gone out of a man, he passes through waterless places seeking rest; and finding none he says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ When he comes he finds it swept and put in order. Then he goes and brings seven spirits more evil than himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the last state of that man becomes worse than the first. 
Sign of Jonah
11:29b-32 This generation is an evil generation; it seeks a sign, but no sign shall be given to it except the sign of Jonah. As Jonah became a sign to the men of Nineveh, so will the Son of man be to this generation. The queen of the South will arise at the judgment with the men of this generation and condemn them; for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. The men of Nineveh will arise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. 

Sound Eye
11:33-36 No one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar or under a bush, but on a stand, that those who enter may see the light. Your eye is the lamp of your body; when your eye is sound, your whole body is full of light; but when it is not sound, your body is full of darkness. Therefore be careful lest the light in you be darkness. If then your whole body is full of light, having no part dark, it will be wholly bright, as when a lamp with its rays gives you light. 

Against the Pharisees
11:39-40, 42-43 You Pharisees cleanse the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside you are full of extortion and wickedness. You fools! Did not he who made the outside make the inside also? Woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God; these you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. Woe to you Pharisees! for you love the best seat in the synagogues and salutations in the Market places. 

11:46-52 Woe to you lawyers also! for you load men with burdens hard to bear, and you yourselves do not touch the burdens with one of your fingers. Woe to you for you build the tombs of the prophets whom your fathers killed. So you are witnesses and consent to the deeds of your fathers; they killed them, and you build their tombs. The Wisdom of God said, “I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and persecute,” that the blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world may be required of this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who perished between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, it shall be required of this generation. Woe to you lawyers! for you have taken away the key of knowledge; you did not enter yourselves and you hindered those who were entering. 

Fearless Confession
12:2-3 Nothing is covered up that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known. Whatever you have said in the dark shall be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in private rooms shall be proclaimed upon the housetops. 

12:4-5 I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have no more that they can do. But I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has power to cast into hell; yes, I tell you fear him! 

12:6-7 Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one of them is forgotten before God. Why even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not; you are of more value than many sparrows. 

Sins Against the Holy Spirit
12:8-10 I tell you, every one who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man also will acknowledge before the angels of God; but he who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of God. Every one who speaks a word against the Son of man will be forgiven; but he who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven. 

Assistance of the Holy Spirit
12:11-12 When they bring you before the synagogues and the rulers and the authorities, do not be anxious how or what you are to answer or what you are to say; for the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what you ought to say.
 Anxiety
12:22-31 Do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat nor about your body, what you shall put on. Life is more than food, and the body more than clothing. Consider the ravens, they neither sow nor reap. They have neither storehouse nor barn, and yet God feeds them. Of how much more value are you than the birds! Which of you by being anxious can add a cubit to his span of life? If then you are not able to do as small a thing as that, why are you anxious about the rest? Consider the lilies, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass which is alive in the field today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, how much more will he clothe you, O men of little faith! Do not seek what you are to eat and what you are to drink, nor be of anxious mind. For all the nations of the world seek these things; and your Father knows that you need them. Instead seek his kingdom, and these things shall be yours as well. 

Treasures in Heaven
12:33-34 Sell your possessions, and give alms; provide your selves with purses that do not grow old, with a treasure in the heavens that does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. 

Watchfulness and Faithfulness
12:39-40 If the householder had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would have been awake and would not have let his house to be broken into, you also must be ready; for the Son of man is coming at an hour you do not expect. 

12:42-46 The Lord said, ‘Who then is the faithful and wise steward, whom his master will set over his household, to give them their portion of food at the proper time? Blessed is that servant whom his master when he comes will find so doing. Truly I tell you, he will set him over all his possessions. But if that servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed in coming,’ and begins to beat the menservants and the maidservants, and to eat and drink and get drunk, the master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he does not know, and will punish him, and put him with the unfaithful.

Divisions in Household
12:51-53 Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division; for henceforth in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two against three; they will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against her mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law. 

Agreement with Accuser
12:57-59 Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right? As you go with your accuser before the magistrate, make an effort to settle with him on the way, lest he drag you to the judge, and the judge hand you over to the officer, and the officer put you in prison. I tell you, you will never get out till you have paid the very last copper. 

Leaven
13:20-21 He said, “To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? It is like leaven which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal, till it was all leavened.” 

Two Gates (in Miller’s version)
13:24 Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able. 

Dining With Patriarchs (in Miller’s version)
13:25-29 When once the householder has risen up and shut the door, you will begin to stand outside and to knock at the door, saying, ‘Lord, open to us.’ He will answer you, ‘I do not know where you come from,’ Then you will begin to say, we ate and drank in your presence, and you taught in our streets.’ But he will say, ‘I tell you, I do not know where you come from; depart from me, all you workers of iniquity!’ You will weep and gnash your teeth, when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God and you yourselves thrust out. Men will come from east and west, and from north and south, and sit at table in the kingdom of God. 

Lament Over Jerusalem
13:34-35 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not! Behold, your house is forsaken. I tell you, you will not see me until you say, Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” 
<not in most versions of Q, viewed as doubtful by Kloppenberg>

14:5 And he said to them, “Which of you, having a son or an ox that has fallen into a well, will not immediately pull him out on a sabbath day?” 
Great Supper
14:16-23 A man once gave a great banquet, and invited many and at the time of the banquet he sent his servant to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come for all is now ready.’ But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a field, and I must go out and see it; I pray you, have me excused.’ And another said, ‘I have bought a yoke of oxen, I pray you, have me excused,’ And another said, ‘I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.’ So the servant came and reported this to his master. Then the householder in anger said to his servant, ‘Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in the poor and maimed and blind and lame,’ And the servant said, ‘Sir, what you commanded has been done, and still there is room.’ The master said to the servant, ‘Go out to the highways and hedges, and compel people to come in, that my house may be filled.’ 

Conditions of Discipleship
14:26-27 If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me, cannot be my disciple. 

Parable of Salt
14:34-35 Salt is good; but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is fit neither for the land nor for the dunghill; men throw it away. He who has ears to hear, let him hear. 

Lost Sheep
15:4-10 What man among you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. When he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.  

Two Masters
16:13 No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon. 

Concerning the Law
16:16 The law and the prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of God is preached, and every one enters it violently. 

16:17 It is easier for heaven and earth to pass away, than for one dot of the law to become void. 

Warning Against Offenses
17:1 Temptations to sin are sure to come; but woe to him by whom they come! 

On Forgiveness
17:3-4 If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him; and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive him. 

On Faith
17:5-6 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” The Lord said, “If you had faith as a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be rooted up, and be planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.”
Days of the Son of Man
17:23-37 And they will say to you, ‘Lo, there!’ or ‘Lo, here!’ Do not go, do not follow them. For as the lightning flashes and lights up the sky from one side to the other, so will the Son of man be in his day. But first he must suffer many things and be rejected by this generation. As it was in the days of Noah, so will it be in the days of the Son of man. They ate, they drank, they married, they were given in marriage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all. Likewise as it was in the days of Lot – they ate, they drank, they bought, they sold, they planted, they built, but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom fire and sulfur rained from heaven and destroyed them all – so will it be on the day when the Son of man is revealed. On that day, let him who is on the housetop, with his goods in the house, not come down to take them away; and likewise let him who is in the field not turn back. Remember Lot’s wife. Whoever seeks to gain his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life will preserve it. I tell you, in that night there will be two in one bed; one will be taken and the other left. There will be two women grinding together; one will be taken and the other left.” And they said to him, “Where, Lord?” He said to them, “Where the body is, there the eagles will be gathered together.” 

Parable of Pounds
19:12-13, 15-26 He said to them, “A nobleman went into a far country to receive kingly power and then return. Calling ten of his servants, he gave them ten pounds, and said to them, ‘Trade with these till I come.’ When he returned, having received the kingly power, he commanded these servants to whom he had given the money, to be called to him, that he might know what they had gained by trading. The first came before him saying ‘Lord, your pound has made ten pounds more.’ And he said to him, ‘Well done, good servant! Because you have been faithful in a very little, you shall have authority over ten cities.’ The second came, saying, ‘Lord, your pound has made five pounds,’ He said to him; ‘And you are to be over five cities.’ Then another came, saying, ‘Lord here is your pound, which I kept laid away in a napkin; for I was afraid of you, because you are a severe man; you take up what you did not lay down, and reap what you did not sow.’ He said to him, ‘I will condemn you out of your own mouth, you wicked servant! You knew that I was a severe man, taking up what I did not lay down and reaping what I did not sow? Why then did you not put my money into the bank, and at my coming I should have collected it with interest?’ He said to those who stood by, ‘Take the pound from him, and give it to him who has ten pounds.’ They said to him, ‘Lord, he has ten pounds!’ I tell you, that to every one who has more will be given; but from him who has not, even what he has will be taken away. 

Precedence
22:28-30 You are those who have continued with me in my trials; as my Father appointed a kingdom for me, so do I appoint for you that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.
How Do We Read This Thing: Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 7 (11/08): The Gospels as Literature, Pt. 2
[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
In Week 4 (The Gospels as History, Part 1.) we discussed the intellectual context of early Christianity. Much of this concerned the content of beliefs about which various communities were debating, so that we could make more sense of what the Gospel writers intended to communicate to their audiences, and hence make sense of the content of their claims.

But one cannot fully understand content unless one engages in the comparative study of literary form, where one elucidates the formal properties of various written (e.g. history, biography, philosophical text) and verbal (e.g. philosophical debate, preaching, storytelling, testifying in court) discourses at the time the various parts of the Bible were written, and divides up parts of the books in terms of these forms. An example of this we’ve already considered is how the Cynic philosophers engaged in “diatribes” where they argued with imaginary opponents, and how Paul uses this same form in some of his letters.

One of the reasons we need to be clear about recurring formal properties is that it is by reference to them that we can determine what is unique in a text. For example, as Noel Carroll argues in his The Philosophy of Horror, almost all horror movies and novels divide their plots into four moments: onset- where bad things start to happen, discovery- where at least one of the characters slowly discovers a supernatural source of the bad things, confirmation- where other characters need to be convinced about the supernatural source, and confrontation- where our heroes vanquish the evil. In specifying what is unique and interesting about a novel such as Stephen King’s Christine we have to understand it as an instance of this plot form.

It is exactly the same with the literary forms in the Gospels. To fully understand an individual Gospel you have to see how the writer of that Gospel is doing something different with the literary forms than the other Gospel writers and writers of the other books of the Bible as well as non-biblical literary sources.
The examples of these forms below are from The Acts of Jesus: What Did Jesus Really Do? Robert W. Funk and the Jesus Seminar (Polebridge Press, 1998). Funk first differentiates parables and aphorisms that Jesus says from stories about Jesus. Historians tend to regard parables and aphorisms as more reliable, because they could more easily have survived in an oral tradition in the decades (or centuries, according to a small minority of scholars) before the Gospels were written. And the parables and aphorisms attributed to Jesus are strikingly memorable (“Oral stories tend to be short, compact, narrated with a parsimony of words. They have simple plots, involving no more than three characters. They are also self contained. . .” (26)). This is part of the reason that some scholars assign a priority to the Q gospel, because so much of it consists of things Jesus said. In addition, the very fact that all of the Q material occurs in at least two Gospels (and much of it in the Thomas sayings Gospel) is more evidence that was older.

Stories about Jesus are different though, “the event is not repeated but reported” (10). Funk divides these stories into five major kinds: (1) pronouncement stories, (2) controversy stories, (3) miracle stories, (4) calls and commissioning stories, and (5) legends. We should note that these overlap, and that they are often ways of providing a narrative context for the parables and aphorisms that already occur in the Q gospel.
One thing they show is the manner in which form and content can’t really be separated. For example, “Exorcism stories” all have in common the content of being about exorcisms.

1. Pronouncement Stories- “a brief anecdote that climaxes in the pronouncement of a famous person” (10). These combine repeating and reporting.

For example, from Lucian’s writings about Demonax (the 2nd Century Cynic)

On seeing two philosophers ignorantly debating a subject, one asking silly quetions and the other giving answers that were not at all to the point, Demonax said, “Doesn’t it seem to you, friends, that one of these fellows is milking a he-goat and the other is holding a sieve for him?” (ibid.)

Examples from Luke- Jesus tours Galilee (Luke 4:42-44), Dining with Sinners (Luke 5: 29-32), (Luke 5:33-39), Question of fasting Sabbath observance (Luke 6:1-5), John’s inquiry (Luke 7:18-23), Praise of John (Luke 7:24-28), True relatives (Luke 8: 19-21), Dispute about greatness (Luke 9:46-48), Foxes have dens (Luke 9: 57-62), Most important commandment (Luke 10:25-29), Beelzebul controversy (Luke 11:14-23), Demand for a sign (Luke 11:29-30), By what authority? (Luke 20:1-8), Emperor and God (Luke 20:1-8), On the resurrection (Luke 20:27-40), Son of David (Luke 20:41-44), Widow’s pittance (Luke 21:1-4).

2. Controversy Stories- These involve somebody objecting to something Jesus or one of the disciples have done, and often end with a pronouncement.

The most famous (and lengthy) controversy story of the ancient world is probably Plato’s Apology which dramatically chronicles the trial that led to the death of Socrates. The prosecutors try to trap Socrates by asking him about the rumor that the Oracle in Delphi had said he was the wisest man in the world. Socrates could either be impious by denying the oracle, or be arrogant. He famously responded that he’d never understood that because he knew how ignorant he was, which seemed to be a good way out of the trap. But then Socrates said it all made sense because other people were just as ignorant of him, but didn’t even realize that they were ignorant. Socrates was the wisest because unlike everyone else, he realized how stupid he was. 

Likewise, when Socrates is permitted to argue for a more lenient punishment after having been found guilty, he argues that his punishment should be a perpetual income from the state of Athens for the service he performs for the punishment. This didn’t go over to well either.
One of the striking things about Christian controversy stories is how Jesus is able to memorably convey that the written Law is both not enough (in common with the Pharisees: Luke 18:18-23, see also pronouncements on adultery 16:18) and too much (this is against the Pharisees’ and the most common theme, e.g. Luke 6:6-11, especially Luke 10: 25-29) .

Examples from Luke- Paralytic and four (Luke 5:17-26), Question of fasting (Luke 5:33-39), Sabbath observance (Luke 6:6-11), Man with crippled hand (Luke 6:6-11), Most important commandment (Luke 10: 25-29), Disputed inheritance Luke 12: 13-15), Afflicted woman (Luke 13: 10-21), Man with dropsy (Luke 14:1-6f), The man with money (Luke 18:18-23), By what authority? (Luke 20:1-8), Emperor and God (Luke 20:19-26), On the resurrection (Luke 20: 27-40).

3. Miracle Stories- The name is self explanatory. These were very popular in the Jewish and pagan cultural repertoire.

The fact that one finds similar stories throughout ancient biography and history is unsettling. On what rational grounds do we believe them in the case of Jesus and not believe them in the case of Dionysius, the Emperor Augustus, or other famed healers of the time? The section of David Hume’s Enquiry into Human Understanding on miracles (which argues that it is almost never rational to believe in miracles, because the probability of misinformation is almost always higher) is something that is discussed in modern theology.
Again though, one of the main points of form criticism is to allow us to inquire what is being added to the bare form. Is there anything unique about the way miracles are treated in Luke versus other texts, or more broadly the Christian Gospels versus other sources? One of the striking things is how Jesus cured non-Jews and used this to extend the good news to gentiles (Luke 7:1-10) and in the context of showing that the spirit of the Law trumps the law (Luke 13:10-17).
3.1. Exorcisms

Examples from Luke- Unclean demon at Capernaum (Luke 4:33-37), Man with mute spirit (Luke 9:37-43), Blind mute (Luke 11:14-15). 

3.2. Cures and Resuscitations- These have a strikingly common form: (1) introduce the patient with mention of how bad the malady is, (2) contact with the healer and some form of magical healing technique (mud in eyes, blowing in, special word), and (3) the patient demonstrating that she is indeed healed.

Examples from Luke- Leper (Luke 5:12-16), Paralytic (Luke 5:17-26), Peter’s mother-in-law (Luke 5:38-39), Man with a withered hand (Luke 6:6-11), Officer’s slave/son (Luke 7:1-10), Widow’s son at Nain (Luke 7:11-17), Jairus’ daughter (Luke 8:40-42a,49-55), Woman with a vaginal hemorrhage (Luke 8:42b-48), Afflicted woman (Luke 13:10-17), Man with dropsy (Luke 17:11-19), Blind Bartimaeus (Luke 18:35-43).

3.3. Nature Wonders- These depart formally from cure or exorcism stories.

Examples from Luke- Stilling the storm (Luke 8:22-25), Loaves and fish for 5,000 (Luke 9: 12-17), Miraculous catch of fish (Luke 5:1-11).

4. Call and Commissioning Stories- Disciples are enlisted.

Examples from Luke- Fishing for people (Luke 5:1-11), Call of Levi (Luke 5:27-28), Call of the twelve (Luke 6:12-16), Mission of the twelve (Luke 9:1-6, Luke 10:1-6), Appearance to the eleven (Luke 24:36-49).

5. Legends- These divide into three types: (5.1) biographical legends, which show the hero to be supernatural (the temptation story, the virgin birth), (5.2) cult legends, which establish ritual practices of the movement (the last supper), and (3) epiphanies, where the divine and human overlap in some manner (spirits descending, Jesus talking with Elijah).

Again, this kind of material was well known in Greek and Egyptian pre-Christian mystery religions. So again, the interesting question concerns how such material treated differently in the Christian context.
Examples from Luke- Birth and infancy stories (Luke 1:7-2:52), John baptizes Jesus (Luke 3:21-22), The temptation of Jesus (Luke 4:1-13), Rejection at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30), Fishing for people (Luke 5:1-11), Peter’s confession (Luke 9:18-22), Jesus predicts his death (Luke: 9:18-22), Transfiguration (Luke 9:28-36), Jesus predicts his death again (Luke 9: 43-45), Jesus predicts his death a third time (Luke 18:31-34), The last supper (Luke 22:14-20), Gethsemane (Luke 22:39-46), Empty tomb (Luke 24:1-12), Appearance to two in the country (Luke 24:13-35), Ascension (Luke 24:50-53).
How Do We Read This Thing? Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 8 (11/15): Authority Revisited

[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
[Note: Much of what is below in the first two sections is taken from Jon Cogburn and Mark Silcox, Philosophy Through Video Games (Routledge, 2009).]
In last week’s discussion we noted that many of the Gospel stories work to argue both that the written Law is both not enough (this in common with the Pharisees: Luke 18:18-23, see also pronouncements on adultery 16:18) and also too much (against the Pharisees’ and the most common theme, e.g. Luke 6:6-11, especially Luke 10: 25-29). The issue of making sense of this with respect to the early church was one of the primary challenges Saint Paul faced, and some have argued that he never really managed to come up with a consistent view about the relationship of Christianity to the Jewish traditions of written and oral law (see Burton Mack’s fascinating discussion in Who Wrote the New Testament? The Making of the Christian Myth).
One interpretation is that the reality of love and the love that we can manifest through grace trumps whatever could possibly be codified in a set of commandments. If in our discussion of the Q gospel (handout 5 above) we saw that scholarship provides historical evidence for the rule of love (by following historical method we get the injunctions concerning love to be the best candidates for what the historical Jesus said), here we can trace a philosophical route to the rule of love, grounded in Jesus’ remarks about the Law. But first we should take a roundabout route through Plato.
1.The  Euthyphro Dilemma

In the Euthyphro, Plato represents Socrates as engaging in the following exchange with a well-known religious practitioner of the day about the meaning of the Greek word for “pious:”
 Plato’s argument may be represented as follows (substituting the term “morally obligatory” for Plato’s rather anachronistic “piety”).
The Euthyphro Dilemma 

1. Assume that an act X is morally obligatory because God commands, or would command, X. 

2. Then it would be possible for God to command any act whatsoever, and that act Y would be morally obligatory because God commanded it. 

3. But then our assumption in Premise One implies that an action is or would be commanded by God because he does or would command it. 

4. This makes our initial assumption entirely trivial, so that it cannot be taken to rule out the possibility that just any egregiously horrifying act of cruelty Y is morally obligatory. 

5. But clearly, at least some egregiously horrifying acts of cruelty cannot be morally obligatory. 

6. Therefore, since 4. and 5. contradict one another, our initial supposition was false. It is not the case that an act X is morally obligatory because God commands, or would command, X. 

The fundamental problem with divine command theory (the theory that things are morally obligatory just because God commands them), then, is that it makes claims about God’s omnibenevolence utterly devoid of content. Theological common sense suggests that, when we say that God is morally perfect, we are saying something highly informative, since we are asserting that that there are some possible actions that God either cannot or would not do. But the divine command theorist cannot consistently believe this; for a proponent of this theory, all claims of the form “God wants X because X is good” are equivalent to claims of the form “God wants X because God wants X.” And this makes God sound a lot more like a willful pre-adolescent than the sort of being that mature adults ought to worship, love, and emulate.

2. Scriptural Ethics

Scriptural ethics is the thesis that all of our moral obligations can be derived by correctly interpreting canonical scripture. This approach to morality has received enthusiastic support from many of the believers in the world’s great religions. Often, God’s commands are taken by religious believers to have been communicated to prophets, and the prophets’ words to have been encoded in sacred texts (note that this is consistent with the denial of divine command theory). Thus, scriptural ethicists usually support something like the following claim:

X is commanded by God if, and only if, X is endorsed by a prophet or X is commanded in a sacred text. 

One must, of course, specify who counts as a prophet, and/or what counts as a sacred text. Moreover, the scriptural ethicist should be prepared to give a principled justification for whatever criteria she uses to separate true from false prophets and canonical from apocryphal texts, an extraordinarily difficult task. For example, one of the authors of this book once asked a priest why the Gospel of Thomas was excluded from the standard Christian Bible. The priest responded that in the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus’ first miracle was recorded as turning clay statues into living pigeons, but that we knew from the other Gospels that his first miracle was turning water into wine. The problem with this answer is that it simply presupposes that the four “canonical” Gospels are correct, when what had been asked was why the other books are taken to be correct and the Gospel of Thomas to be incorrect.

Suppose that moral goodness is just whatever God commands us to do, and suppose that the problem of selecting true prophets and a canon in a principled manner can somehow be solved. We still have yet another problem, that of interpreting whatever canon gets chosen. Even if a sacred text can be picked, we still must discern what God’s commands are within that text. But when one studies the history of any major world religion, one finds that the sacred texts that it uses are interpreted in wildly different ways. For example, people have used the Bible both to defend and to criticize each of the following things: slavery, the emancipation of slaves, the civil rights of minorities, the persecution of Jews, the ethical superiority of white Protestant males, voting rights of women, the provision of political sanctuary to refugees, the liberation of the poor, the execution of witches, the permissibility of women priests, the permissibility of married priests, the legality of sodomy, punishment for masturbation, the legality of abortion, violence towards children, the regulation of clothing and hairstyle, the thesis that diseases are caused by sin, the inferiority of African-Americans, discrimination and violence against homosexuals, capital punishment, the persecution of Roman Catholics, prayer in schools, prohibition of work and drinking on Sunday, medical science, war, and saving the environment.
 Over the past two thousand years, many different groups of sane and thoughtful people have strenuously disagreed about whether each of these practices is supported by the authority of scripture. 

Believers’ widely differing interpretations of scripture show that it is extraordinarily difficult to discern the correctness or incorrectness of moral beliefs by attending to an authoritative text. But one might also attempt to make a stronger positive argument against scriptural ethics based on different interpretations of scripture. We will call this “The Projection Argument.’’ 

The Projection Argument

1. Many of the commands that can be extracted from the Bible
 appear to be unclear and inconsistent.

2. To read the commands of the Bible consistently one must carefully distinguish between moral commands and non-moral commands, holding that the moral commands are true for all time and all peoples, and the non-moral commands were only true at a given time for a given group of people described in the Bible.

These first two premises are statements that most scriptural ethicists would agree with. In the next steps, the scriptural ethicist and her opponent part ways.

3. If a person could determine what her moral duties were from the Bible, then it would be the case that conscientious readers of the Bible would not discern inconsistent moral commands in the Bible.

4. However, conscientious readers of the Bible do discern inconsistent moral commands in the Bible, typically by separating moral from non-moral commands in different ways, and by deriving different commands from different parts of scripture.

5. Therefore, nobody can determine what her moral duty is by reading the Bible.

If this argument is plausible, then a good explanation of different interpretations of the Bible is that people project their own antecedently formulated opinions concerning what our moral duties are into the Bible, by citing passages which support what they already take to be morally obligatory as prophetic articulations of “moral law,” and interpreting other passages differently.
For example, people enthused about denying civil rights to homosexuals in the United States almost always cite the prohibition of homosexual sex in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. But these same people almost never feel bound by the other prohibitions in Leviticus, such as those that forbid tattoos, earrings, wearing more than one kind of cloth at the same time, seeing a naked menstruating woman, or touching the skin of a pig, all of which are condemned in the exact same manner as the practice of men laying with men. Furthermore, these same people almost never support the death penalty for disobedient children, prostitutes (by burning to death), blasphemers, and those who have a ghost or spirit familiar, even though these too are commanded by the author of Leviticus.

The Projection Argument concludes that there is no principled, consistent reading of the Bible, or (given its equal applicability to texts outside of the Judeo-Christian tradition) of any sacred text, such that we can figure out what our moral duties are by reading that text. While one may be able to create a consistent reading of the Bible, this is only because one already has a consistent view about ethics that is then projected into the text. 

At the same time, though, it is important to realize that the full fledged scriptural ethicist cannot say that we determine what the moral law in the Bible is by using a prior notion of what the correct moral law is. If interpreting the Bible correctly requires an antecedent morality, then the Bible is no longer a place where we can discover all of our moral duties; we would already have to know what our moral duties are in order to read the Bible correctly.

The scriptural ethicist might argue that there is good evidence that the Bible is consistent. If so, then conscientious readers could discern the consistent correct interpretation of the Bible, and Premise Four of the Projection Argument would be false. However, such a view is enormously difficult to defend, because the prima facie inconsistencies in the Bible extend well beyond its supposed moral commands. Examples can be drawn from, but are not limited to, the creation and flood stories, the description of the temple, and the description of events in Jesus’ life. Below are a few examples of multiply told stories with clear inconsistencies.

1. The number of animals taken onto the ark
 

2. The events surrounding Moses’ reception of the Ten Commandments.

3. The events surrounding Jesus’ anointment at Bethany.

4. The events surrounding the resurrection.

Sometimes, the appearance of contradiction in Christian scripture is merely the result of taking metaphorical language literally, and some superficial contradictions (many of the morally relevant ones about dietary restrictions, for example) can perhaps be resolved by appeal to humanity’s evolving relationship with God. However, some are clearly contradictory; for example, Matthew 1 and Luke 3:23 list different numbers of generations relating to Jesus’ genealogy. Thus, arguing that the Bible is completely internally consistent is an uphill battle, to say the least.


Most scriptural ethicists defend the claim that moral truth can be found in the Bible by asserting that it contains the infallible word of God. But the proponent of the Projection Argument is likely to conclude that the factual inconsistencies in the Bible provide evidence that there are moral inconsistencies as well. Consider the following argument to this effect.

The Argument from Fallibility
1. If the Bible contained the infallible word of God then all of its pronouncements, ethical or factual, would be true. 

2. However, a contradiction concerning contingent empirical matters can never be true (e.g. it can’t be true that the one and only Ark of the Covenant was made solely by Moses and solely by Belazel). 

3. But the Bible contains contradictions concerning contingent empirical matters. 

4. Therefore the Bible straightforwardly entails sentences which can never be true. 

5. Therefore, since the Bible is not infallible, we have no evidence that moral truth can be found in it. 

The point here is that if a putative source of information contains a lot of demonstrable falsehoods (as contradictions must be), then that source of information is not reliable. Whenever we discover an empirical contradiction, we know that at least one of the contradictory claims is false. Therefore, if the non-normative contradictions in the Bible cannot be resolved, we know that the Bible does contain falsehoods, and we therefore have evidence against its reliability as a source of truth, whether this truth be moral or empirical.


Thus, the scriptural ethicist should either attempt to interpret the Bible in some way that plausibly eradicates the appearance of factual inconsistencies or argue that the existence of factual inconsistencies in the Bible provides no evidence for the existence of moral inconsistencies in the Bible. The apparent impossibility of the first task causes most Biblical scholars to conclude that anyone who thinks the Bible is literally true hasn’t really read it. The second option is at variance with the way evidence works, and as such is patently unreasonable. 

3. Solutions-
The Euthyphro Problem is one of the immortal fundamental problems of metaphysics, so we should not expect an easy solution. Two strategies are suggested by Plato’s own philosophy. The first is to take the moral realm to be independent of God in the way that mathematics and logic might be independent of God. When we say God is omnipotent we do not mean to say that He can do logically contradictory things like making a rock He could not lift. The second is to identify God with Love in a more profound metaphysical way, in the sense that a Platonist takes the form of Love to be more real than the things we see with our eyes.

The Problem of Scriptural Ethics is actually fairly easily addressable. If a Doctrine of Revelation allows that we have knowledge of the rule of love independently from the Bible, and if this rule has more authority than the Bible itself, then many of the variant readings of the Bible’s moral message are no longer acceptable. This does not undercut all of the Bible’s authority, for surely somebody reading it following the rule of love will learn new things and find meaningful transformation. So while we don’t discover all of our moral obligations from the Bible, on this view we still discover many important ones and discern life’s meaning from the good news of Jesus’ incarnation.

On the other hand, if the only authority of the rule of love is from the Bible itself, we have exactly the kind of circular fallacy that Plato attacks in the Euthyphro. But arguably, one of the main reasons that we are drawn to Christianity despite the seductive nature of the world’s corruption is that we know from our own experiences what Hell existence is when we do not love. So God’s love and grace both draws us to the Bible and demands that we read it in a certain way.
As a concluding bit of philosophical hairsplitting, I should note that I found the Presbyterian documents we are going to study in the next few weeks to be unclear about this very issue. They might have been helped by an explicit discussion of the doctrine of revelation in the Presbyterian tradition.

How Do We Read This Thing? Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 9 (11/22): Ideology and Interpretation: The History of Biblical Interpretation
[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
Introduction
 For nearly 2000 years, Christians have wrestled with Scripture to understand the meaning of the text and what God is trying to tell us through the text.  This has taken a wide variety of forms based on the historical context and social location of the interpreters. We will look at some of these interpretive methods to see where we have been and where we are in understanding Scripture.
Hermeneutics is the academic term used to talk about the beliefs we bring with us when we seek to understand a text.  This applies to any text.  This approach can make substantial differences in how we understand a text.  For instance, a capitalist and a Marxist would have substantially different interpretations of the works of Charles Dickens.  One basic issue facing the interpretation of the Bible is whether we believe it to be divinely written, divinely inspired or just another book.  
We have already discussed some methods and techniques used in Biblical interpretation and some of the hermeneutics that serve as their basis.  Historical methods and literary methods of interpretation differ in some of their basic understandings of what the Biblical text is and how we should approach the text.  These methods are used by different interpreters to come to a wide variety of understandings of the text.  This is often the result of other theological or philosophical commitments that they bring to the text.  

Today, we will look at some of the more influential approaches to Biblical interpretation, and discuss some of their strengths and weaknesses.

Allegorical Interpretation
Even as the canon of Scripture was still being formed, the early church was seeking to understand the texts of the Old and New Testaments.  To do this, they borrowed the allegorical method of interpreting sacred texts common in both the Greek and Jewish world.  The allegorical method presumes that there are levels of meaning in the text beyond the plain meaning and greater than the intention of the author.  The task of the interpreter, therefore, is not simply to understand what the text says, but to look for deeper, symbolic meanings in the text.  To some extent, this form of interpretation is embedded in the text itself, as New Testament authors would use it in their interpretation of passages from the prophets and Psalms.

One example of this that is still with us regards the interpretation of the Song of Solomon.  On its face, the Song is a collection of love poetry featuring the voices of both male and female lovers and occasional responses from a chorus.  Yet in both ancient Judaism and early Christianity, the Song was commonly considered an allegory for God’s love toward Israel or the Church.  This interpretation is still common.  However, looking at particular passages of the Songs can prove problematic when seeking to interpret it this way (see Song of Solomon 7:1-9).

The strength of allegorical interpretation is that twofold.  First, sometimes the texts themselves are in fact allegorical and to not understand them this way is to not understand them at all.  For instance, Revelation is laden with symbols, numerology, and metaphors such that to read it literally is to completely misunderstand it.  Another example would be the ‘Suffering Servant’ passages from Isaiah.  The other strength of the allegorical method is that it can produce creative interpretations of the text that are quite meaningful.  

The problem though lies in the basic presumption of the allegorical method.  If the “real” meaning of the text is not the plain meaning, then the symbolic nature of the text can be interpreted to mean virtually anything.  One common example of this was that any mention of the number three was interpreted to be about the trinity, whether or not it was remotely relevant to the actual text.  A related problem is the meaning of the actual text was often ignored completely in the search for allegorical meanings.

The Reformation
One of the primary arguments of the Reformation involved the legitimacy of allegorical readings of the text.  Reformers generally rejected allegorical readings and instead focused on the plain meaning of the text.  They tended to see the text as having an objective meaning based on a plain reading.  Some allegorical readings of the text remained; especially when plain meanings were obscure or problematic (see the Song of Solomon discussion above).  The task of the interpreter was not to find deeper symbolic meanings to the text, but to interpret what the text actually says.  This approach was revolutionary at the time.

Another piece of the Reformation conflict was related to the authority to interpret the text.  In Medieval Catholicism, the church hierarchy had final say as to what interpretations were valid.  The Reformation brought with it the notion that individuals were free to interpret the text.  This was one of the major factors contributing to the fragmentation of Protestantism.  Differing interpretations of the Bible led to the formation various denominations and sects. 

Fundamentalism and Modernism

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, a series of controversies arose in American Protestantism (though with similar events in Europe) around the rise of historical consciousness and ‘higher criticism’ in relation to the interpretation of Scripture.  

The Modernist approach sees validity in using the historical-critical method to understand the setting and context in which Scripture was written, even if this method yields results that disagree with traditional understandings or readings.  Modernists see the text of the Bible as part of a historical process and influenced by its time. The Modernist view led to attempts at demythologization of the text, which saw references to miracles as symbolic stories rather than historical ones.  The Fundamentalist approach sees the text of Scripture as infallible (which text is the infallible one is open to some debate).  It also sees the narrative text of Scripture as reliable historical accounts to be taken at face value.  The Fundamentalists saw any theory (historical, scientific, etc.) as being subject to the authority of the Bible. 

Contextual Hermeneutics
Beginning the in 1960s, a variety of movements arose advocating for reading of texts, including the Bible, from contextual points of view.  These movements argue that the interpreter’s social location is a significant if not determinative factor in understanding how texts are read.  They also argue that the social location of the author has an important impact on the text and is open to criticism.  

Two of the most important of these contextual movements are the feminist movement coming out of North America and Europe and the liberationist movement from the developing world.  

Feminist interpreters of the Bible see both the history of interpretation and the text itself enmeshed in a patriarchal worldview.  They argue that the Bible has historically been used to justify the exclusion and oppression of women.  Because of this, the tradition and the text should be viewed with a hermeneutic of suspicion.  Many feminist scholars see the early Jesus movement as radically egalitarian in reference to gender, but that as the church grew, the patriarchy of the larger culture took over. 

Liberation theology and interpretation arose during anti-colonial movements during the Cold War.  Liberationists read the Bible in the context of the poor and marginalized of the “Third World”.  From this reading, they argued that the Bible shows that God has a “preferential option for the poor and oppressed.”  This preferential option means that God is on the side of the poor and against the forces that marginalize and dehumanize.  Liberationists also argue for the epistemological privilege of the outcast, that those who are excluded or oppressed by a system are in a better position to judge the reality of the system.

A key and controversial notion at the heart of all contextual hermeneutics is the idea that the social location of the reader and the writer has a profound influence on the meaning of a text.  This view has been rejected by fundamentalists and others who see Scripture as the expression of objective truth.

Trajectory Hermeneutics
“The moral arc of the universe is long, but bends toward justice.” –Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  Trajectory hermeneutics sees the Bible as a snap shot of an overall movement toward justice and redemption.  In this view, history is a movement and the Bible is testimony to God’s activity in that movement.  It is less important where a particular writer stands, as where they are in relation to those around them.  For instance, modern readers interpret the “eye for an eye” rule from Exodus 21:23-25 as extremely harsh and perhaps justifying corporal or capital punishment.  However, at the time it was written, it was actually more of a limitation on revenge, thus showing a trajectory in the Bible away from cruelty and toward mercy.
How Do We Read This Thing? Authority and Interpretation of the Gospels

Week 10 (11/29): Social Location, Interpretation, and Authority: The Possibility of Impartiality
[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
When we look at the history of biblical interpretation and the more recent postmodernist claims that a text’s meaning is either largely or completely a function of the strategies that readers bring to the text, a troubling worry arises. If everybody just reads the Bible as their historical and social location dictates, then how can the Bible actually have any real authority over any of us? Even those who believe the Bible to be inerrant must face this issue, for even they have to determine which of the Bible’s commands are moral, which are ceremonial, and which are cultural. Then among the moral commands they must determine their proper scope (e.g. what exactly is prescribed by “thou shall not kill?” What does “love your enemy” entail in terms of personal behavior and political commitments?)

We want it to be possible for there to be rational debate that leads us to the truth about these things, a truth that has authority for all who seek it (John 8:32; John 14:16). But if our own social/historical location determines the very meaning of the Bible for us in ways radically incompatible with the meanings for people in other situations, such hopes are even more vanity and chasing after the wind.

1. Science-

\

The proliferation of different contextual hermeneutics is no doubt part of the reason Presbyterian guidelines strongly recommend that we take seriously historical and scientific research into the historical and linguistic context of the writing of the Bible so that we can as best as possible determine what was meant by the writers. 

Methods in science are designed to yield theories that can be repeatedly tested in ways that pass double blind tests. For example, someone who knows nothing about the theory being tested can determine what the measuring apparatus reads, or whether the drug works better on average than a placebo. This is precisely why so many of the results of scientific methods cannot in any reasonably way be considered cultural constructs. In fact, science shows that nearly everybody in all cultures are wrong about certain things. Consider the prediction about what would happen if you cut a string tied to a rock that is spinning in being swung around in a circle. “Folk physics” predicts that the rock’s impetus would lead it to travel outward in an arc of increasing area. But in reality it travels in a straight line tangent to the initial rotation, as predicted by classical physics. We can test this and show that common sense is mistaken. Or consider wine tasting. One might think that the ability to engage in vocabulary about wine flavor is nothing more than a mark of a certain kind of social prestige. But blindfolded experts reliably agree about judgments such as that the Australian Sauvignon Blanc has hints of bell pepper. And then chemical analysis reveals a chemical in common to bell pepper and these very wines.  

2. Limits to scientific methods

First, science does not get you anything approaching certainty. Consider our folk physics example. It is at least possible that the behavior of the spinning object is local to our part of the universe, or that a more economical theory that fits better with other phenomena will show that though the trajectories appear to be straight they are really curved but in a space with an invariant geometry (actual physics says something similar to this with respect to light), or that our later theories entail that they would curve but for the imposition of counterforces, etc. etc. etc. When opponents of Darwinism want textbooks to say that evolutionary theory is just a theory, this is redundant to most scientists. Of course it’s just a theory. Part of what it is to be scientific is to be always subject to further revision in light of making sense of new evidence. But then, arguably, we really can’t be certain about anything in science.

Second, the scientific method only allows us to predict the evolution of physical systems. It is thus constitutively unable to explain why anything exists rather than nothing, and provide ultimate norms and values concerning how we ought to live our lives. This first point was most famously raised by Leibniz, while the second was first most clearly articulated by David Hume.

Michael Dummett asks us to consider an alien species that is so advanced that their physics can perfectly predict the course of any chess game. They have equations concerning how the molecules in the entire system (including the players and their environment) will evolve such that the chess pieces will get moved in the ways they do. Now also imagine that these aliens have no idea what it is to win or lose a game of chess. Thus, even though their scientific understanding (in so far as they can predict the evolution of the physical system) of the game is perfect, they still don’t understand what chess is. What have they missed? Besides Leibniz’ question of why anything exists at all in the first place, what is left out when we have the best possible account of how a system will evolve over time?

One theory is that science at best gets us an understanding of what is the case, but on its own cannot deliver an understanding either of what ought to be the case or of creatures whose lives are governed by such normative considerations (chess players, among other things). David Hume expressed this in terms of an absolute distinction between the descriptive (“is”) and the normative (“ought”) arguing that it was impossible to derive a normative proposition about what one ought to do from purely descriptive propositions about what is the case. For example, Dummett’s space aliens could never give advice about what the players ought to do, since they don’t understand the players’ goals (winning). Their understanding is limited to what is the case at any given moment what will be the case in the future as a result.

2. Are the limits to science also the limits of objectivity?

The philosophical movement Logical Positivism builds a philosophical system around these kinds of considerations, arguing that sentences which express norms actually have no content other than as expressions of people’s individual preferences. If this is right then the Presbyterian guidance to grant authority to scientific and historical research into the Bible will not solve the problem of whether it is possible to get an impartial interpretation of the authoritative pronouncements in the Bible that concern how we ought to live and the things that give meaning to life. For according to Positivism, these normative pronouncements have no meaning other than as expressions of our own idiosyncratic, subjective preferences.

Things get worse though. Most postmodernist thinking in the humanities is (perhaps I should say “was” because by many accounts this has run its course) really nothing more than applying the logical positivist’s critique of ethics, aesthetics, and the philosophy of religion to everything else, attempting to argue that science itself presupposes value judgments that cannot be justified. If this were correct then the Presbyterian guideline to take into account scientific and historical study of the Bible itself has no ultimate justification. 

3. Solutions

There is a powerful Kantian tradition in philosophy that says that one can ground normative judgments in reason. In the The Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals Kant argues that paradigmatic immoral acts involve thinking that the rest of humanity is subject to a set of rules that does not apply to oneself. For example, for your lie to work effectively it must be the case that your interlocutor believes that you are telling the truth. But this will only happen if there is a broad social background of people following the injunction not to lie. If everyone were lying all the time, communication would not even be possible, and your lie would not be able to succeed. Analogously, the murderer is only able to succeed because the vast majority of other people accept a moral command not to murder.

Kant seems to suggest that the liar is actually unreasonable, because he has the impossible task of proving why there should be a rule for everyone else that does not apply to him. Therefore, then the positivist is wrong to divorce the rational realm from the ethical realm. However, the committed Humean will respond that Kant’s point presupposes other oughts, the norms: that we ought to be consistent, that rules ought to be impartial, and that we ought to be able to justify our behavior. What if our liar just rejects all of those? 
But luckily, if we back up a little bit, we can see that our main concern is with whether impartiality is even possible. Can one believe a normative proposition for actual reasons, not just in order to fulfill subconscious personal desires that are in part the result of one’s social and historical situation? Note here that the question concerns whether one can be impartial, not whether one should be impartial. So Hume’s worry that you can’t get an ought from an is might not apply here. Our worry is over whether people who already think we ought to be impartial actually can be impartial.

In his classic work Justice as Fairness, contemporary neo-Kantian political philosopher John Rawls has tried to show that if you are already committed to impartiality, then perfect sense can be made of it. With regards to the optimal way to set up the legal and political mechanisms of a society, Rauls asks us to consider which we would chose if we were souls who had not been born yet and whose birth would be determined by lottery. If you knew that your social position, country, talents, sexual orientation etc. as determined by birth would be completely random, and you had the power to alter the legal and political framework that earthlings subject themselves to, how would you do so? This is what Rawls calls the original position, and he argues that if we truly want to be impartial in our political thinking, we should adopt this perspective.

Rawls’ thought experiment gives content to the norm of impartiality. In my actual life I tend to want society to be organized so as to maximize the leisure time and vacation opportunities of philosophy professors. I can even provide many (to me) compelling arguments for why this should be the case. But when I put myself in Rawls’ original position, I find less vacations for philosophy professors would be a worthy tradeoff for a world where I would be less likely to be born into a household with abuse, bad nutrition, disease, etc. Then when I return to my actual position, I am much more likely to both count my blessings and to worry about those less fortunate rather than worry about my own minutiae.

Rawls’ work shows that Humean worries about the is/ought distinction do not entail that it is impossible to be impartial. We are not robots determined to imbibe the ideology appropriate to our social class.

4. Implications for Biblical Interpretation

Rawls’ thought experiment concerns the political sphere. How might it apply to reading the Bible?

First, it seems to legitimize the rule of love. Any rational soul in the original position would much rather enter a world where love was the central norm for all human activity, and hence where holy books granted authority are read so that non-loving interpretations are prima facie mistaken.

Second, Rawls’ thought experiment gives us a way to differentiate between the commandments in the Bible in terms of whether they are merely civil, ceremonial, or moral (a distinction inerrantists must also make). Since genuinely moral commands are supposed to be ones that are binding on all people at all times, they are those that could be endorsed from Rawls’ original position.

Third, Rawls’ thought experiment helps us to determine those aspects of the Bible that we might take to be expressive of the way writers in a given cultural milieu have failed to fully conceive of a truly just and loving God. This ties to King’s “trajectory hermeneutics” which reads the Bible as an account of our moral development towards a just and loving God as incarnated in Jesus Christ.

It will be interesting to see ways besides the rule of love that the Rawlsian perspective connects to the Reformed tradition and the PCUSA guidelines for intepretation and authority of scripture.
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Week 12 (12/20): 12/20):  Principles of Interpretation revisited

[Note: The two main documents we are using in this course can be found at the following URLs, (1) Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf , (2) Overview and handouts from Clint and Jon --> http://projectbraintrust.com/cogburn/sundayschool/hdwrttall.doc ]
I. An Important Distinction

The discussion opens with a really nice discussion between the distinction between how we understand what a Biblical passage says and how we understand how we should apply that passage (IC. The Development of These Guidelines, pp. 5-6). Consider the different ways the beautiful things about anxiety in the New Testament (Luke 12:4-5, 6-7, 12:22-31; Philippians 4:6-7) can be used. These should be used to give people hope, but they can also be used for the non-anxious to feel superior to people with anxiety disorders, reasoning that if you are anxious you must not be right with God. Why is one use good and the other bad? The following guidelines are to help us understand precisely this.

II. The Guidelines

From page 35 of the Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority and Interpretation -->  http://www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/scripture-use.pdf. Page 35 is from the 1982 document, I’ve got cross references to page numbers from the 1983 document.]

1. Recognize that Jesus Christ, the Redeemer, is the center of Scripture. The redemptive activity of God is central to the entire Scripture. The Old Testament themes of the covenant and the messiah testify to this activity. In the center of the New Testament is Jesus Christ: the Word made flesh, the fulfillment of Israel's messianic hope, and the promise of the Kingdom. It is to Christ that the church witnesses. When interpreting Scripture, keeping Christ in the center aids in evaluating the significance of the problems and controversies that always persist in the vigorous, historical life of the church. [IVC. The Centrality of Jesus, pp. 11-12.]
2. Let the focus be on the plain text of Scripture, to the grammatical and historical context,

rather than to allegory or subjective fantasy. [IIIC. The Priority of the Plain Sense of the Text, pp. 7-8]
3. Depend upon the guidance of the Holy Spirit in interpreting and applying God's message. [IVH. The Relation of Word and Spirit, pp. 15-16.]
4. Be guided by the doctrinal consensus of the church, which is the rule of faith. [IVF. The Rule of Faith, pp. 14-15.]
5. Let all interpretations be in accord with the rule of love, the two-fold commandment to love God and to love our neighbor. [IVE. The Rule of Love, pp. 13-14.]
6. Remember that interpretation of the Bible requires earnest study in order to establish the best text and to interpret the influence of the historical and cultural context in which the divine message has come. [IIIAB The Use of Original Languages, The Employment of Best Manuscripts, pp. 6-7.]
7. Seek to interpret a particular passage of the Bible in light of the entire Bible. [IVD. The Interpretation of Scripture by Scripture, pp. 12-13]

The earlier document has some more guidelines: (a) IIIG. The Fallibility of All Interpretation, p. 15 (pretty self explanatory), (b) IIIH. The Relation of Word and Spirit, p. 15-16 (affirms the reality of the Holy Spirit in guiding are ability to best use scripture), (c) IIII. The Use of All Relevant Guidelines, p. 16 (don’t just use one or a couple), and (d) IVB. The Precedence of Holy Scripture, pp. 9-11 (affirms that scripture has precedence over all forms of revelation about God and faith, but also (from IVA. that “it is not appropriate to go to the biblical source for scientific understanding of such things as biology, astronomy, the structure of the universe, or historical knowledge in general.”) 
III. Some Open Problems

Problems: (1) Calvin’s writings about self-authenticating nature of scripture lead to logical fallacy of begging the question, which can only be solved by appeal to a robust doctrine of revelation, but the authors of this document interpret the Reformed tradition of prohibiting that by rendering all revelation subordinate to scripture (see IVB. The Precedence of Holy Scripture, pp. 9-11). The writers of the 1982 document sometimes seem like they are trying to square a circle here, even going so far as to say that the “priority of Scripture is compromised when Scripture is forced to conform or made subordinate to. . .logical consistency in general.” If this were correct, then squared circles would be fine. (2) 2 and 6 above radically undermine 4, especially with regards to Paul’s letters.

We’ve discussed (1) in previous classes, on (2) our best scholarship says that Paul certainly did not write 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus(well over 90% of biblical scholars agree on this), almost certainly did not write Ephesians, and probably did not write Colossians or 2 Thessalonians. It also tells us that some of the material in our versions of 1 Thessalonians, Galatians, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Philippians, Philemon and Romans was added later. [Note, none of this should be considered “forgery” in the modern sense, because it was common in the classical world for students and followers to write things in the voice of their teacher. See http://www.religioustolerance.org/chr_ntb3.htm for a brief discussion, and also Marcus J. Borg, John Dominic Crossan, The First Paul: Reclaiming the Radical Visionary Behind the Church’s Radical Icon (New York: HarperOne, 2009).]

Didn’t the decision to grant authority to the book of Titus to some extent rest upon the false belief that Saint Paul wrote the book? But then doesn’t the confessional affirmation of the authority of the whole Bible rest upon false beliefs?

Similarly with respect to Q scholarship. The authors we’ve discussed earlier construct a historical Jesus quite different from the one suggested by the plain text of the Gospels. Perhaps there is less of a tension here, because this Jesus does accord with much of our normative understanding of Jesus Christ. One might argue that one is not required to take the nativity story as history (which one can’t anyhow, because historical scholarship teaches that the dates reported for the census and Herod the Great’s life don’t add up). So perhaps the Paul issue is much more pressing because the moral interpretation of the Bible changes pretty radically when one grants less authority to the spurious works.

For example, the Paul of Philippians praises women leaders in the early church (Phil. 4:2) (note that the King James Version mistranslates Euodia as “Euodias” a man’s name!), who are significant enough that he enjoins them to agree on theological matters. Also note that the church in Philippi was started in Lydia’s house (Acts 16:13 and Acts 16:15,40).

But in 1 Timothy 2:11-15 (and Ephesians 5:22 for that matter) “Paul” says things quite at odds with this! (Note that many scholars do not think that Paul wrote I Cor. 14:34-36, for some textual reasons, but also in part because like the passage in Timothy it so directly contradicts I Cor. 11:5, which plainly does not proscribe women speaking in church). Also see the repulsive pro slavery sentiments in I Timothy 6:1 and Titus 2:9. 

Again, the overwhelming majority of biblical scholars believe that Paul did not write the Timothies, Ephesians, or Titus. Shouldn’t the fact that they were included on the very basis of Paul’s authority lead us to view them with less authority? Shouldn’t the fact that their sentiments plainly seem to contravene the rule of love? But this illustrates a profound tension within the above guidelines.
� Plato, Euthyphro, in Five Dialogues, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company Inc., 1981), 15-6.


� It would be unfair not to remark at this point that a number of philosophers sympathetic to divine command theory have been sensitive to this accusation, and have tried to respond to it in a principled, non-arbitrary way (see the brief discussion in the conclusion to these notes). Most plausible variants follow Thomas Aquinas in arguing that there is something in the nature of God such that he could not (for example) command wanton cruelty. It is questionable, though, whether the resulting theory really should be called “divine command theory.” Rather, when worked out, such views present God as playing a different meta-ethical role. For example say that God is by necessity Love. Then an act is right because someone is in the right relationship with God, which would consist merely in being genuinely loving. On this view, rightness and wrongness are metaphysically dependent upon God, but the issuance of commands by God--and therefore, arguably, religious belief itself, since one could have the right relationship with God without cognitive awareness of God’s nature or existence--are metaphysically superfluous. One might argue that they are not epistemically superfluous, but then one must face the problems that we described in the previous section of this chapter. For a discussion of different variants of the theory, see Michael Austin, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Divine command theory,” � HYPERLINK "http://www.iep.utm.edu/d/divine-c.htm#SH4c" �http://www.iep.utm.edu/d/divine-c.htm#SH4c� (accessed March 21, 2008).


� There are, or course, more sensible-sounding answers available within the Christian theological tradition. To get an overview of the gospels informed by scholarship, see Burton Mack, Who Wrote the New Testament? The Making of the Christian Myth (New York: HarperOne, 1996), Robert Funk, The Five Gospels: What Did Jesus Really Say? The Search for the Authentic Word of Jesus (New York: HarperOne, 1996), and The Jesus Seminar, The Gospel of Jesus (Santa Rosa: Polebridge Press, 1999).


� Jim Hill and Rand Cheadle, The Bible Tells Me So: Uses and Abuses of Holy Scripture (New York: Doubleday, 1996).


� The issue confronts all religions with canonical texts. For some entertaining evidence that all scripture is problematic in these ways, see the controversial and lively discussions of the various texts in Christopher Hitchens, God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (New York: Hatchette, 2007).


� It is worth noting, however, that non-fundamentalist Christian theologians should (and most would) regard the Projection Argument as perfectly sound. Within the Roman Catholic tradition, for example, it is often taught that the Bible’s authority cannot be invoked independently of the tradition of orthodox interpretation that has evolved over the continuing history of the Church. Of course, this theological approach really just postpones the problem, since all of the issues that we have already raised here about the difficulty of interpreting the text itself will be bound to arise when it comes to interpreting the unclear and contradictory pronouncements of the Church itself. In fairness though, the Roman Catholic tradition involves a great deal of philosophical debate and welcomes far more diversity of doctrine than most non-Catholics or Catholic lay people realize.


� “So God said to Noah. . . .You are to bring into the ark two of all living creatures, male and female, to keep them alive with you. Two of every kind of bird, of every kind of animal and every kind or creature that moves along the ground will come to you to be kept alive.’” (Genesis 6) Compare this to: “The Lord then said to Noah, ‘Take with you seven of every kind of clean animal, a male and its mate, and two of every kind of unclean animal, a male and its mate and also seven of every kind of bird, male and female, to keep the various kinds alive throughout the earth.’” (Genesis 7)


� See Exodus 20-34 and Deuteronomy 1-10, which disagree on the builder of the ark, where Moses carried the covenant, and who created the second set of tablets.


� See Matthew 26, Mark 14, Luke 7, and John 12, which disagree on when in the ministry the anointment took place, who owned the house, who anointed Jesus, how Jesus was anointed, and who objected.


� See Matthew 28, Mark 16, Luke 24, and John 20, which disagree on whether there was an earthquake, who saw Jesus, and who was at the tomb.





