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“Making Sense of the Bible”

Do you remember the first time you picked up a book and couldn’t put it down?  Do you remember what it first felt like to get so absorbed in a story that it transported you to that time and place?  I’m going to guess that many of us probably cannot remember the first time that happened to us, but we can recall books we’ve read that have done that.  I don’t get much of an opportunity to read for pleasure, but when I do and it’s a book I can’t put down, nothing else gets done.  

Some books, though, do more than absorb us.  They change us.  They change the way we think about things or look at the world.  They change our opinions and our minds.  Have you read a book like that? What was its name? How old were you when you read it? What about it so moved you that you remember it all these months or years later? Books, really good books, are powerful.

In the years leading up to the Civil War, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was that kind of book. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 19th-century bestseller vividly depicted the cruelty of slavery and changed the way many Americans thought about African Americans and slavery. When Abraham Lincoln met Beecher he remarked, “So here’s the little lady that started such a big war!” While not all great books have such dramatic consequences, really good books leave a mark upon their readers, changing them—and sometimes their generation—forever.

My guess is that you’ve had encounters with these kinds of books. That you’ve been not just touched but moved, drawn into the pages of a book so fully that you left your encounter changed. 
I’d also guess, though, that the Bible has not been one of those books. Go ahead, be honest. I know it’s a little embarrassing to admit. After all, the Bible is supposed to be the Book. And, truth be told, it has been an incredibly popular and powerful book for centuries. (In fact, the only book that outsold Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the 19th century was the Bible, and even today more copies are sold each year than any other book, even Harry Potter!) More importantly, though, many people testify how their lives have been transformed by reading the Bible.
Still, many of us would not describe the Bible as a book “I just couldn’t put down.”  Some people may have bad memories of a stuffy Sunday School teacher who couldn’t possibly have made the Bible seem any more boring no matter how hard she tried.   Some people may try to read it but get bogged down because it is a really difficult book to read.  And some may attempt to read it but stop because it gets a little boring in some places.  This is what happened to Tommy and I; we got so caught up in the excitement of Cain and Abel and the serpent and Abraham and Isaac and the flood; but when we got to all of Noah’s descendants, we lost interest.
Truth be told, most people know the Bible is an important book, but they also know they don’t know it.  Most folks in the mainline traditions (Like Presbyterians) also know that a literal reading of the Bible isn’t for us.

So how do we make sense of the Bible?  But more importantly, how do we make sense of the Bible for our lives?  What does it have to say to us?  What sort of meaning does it hold for us in this time and this place?  And by the way, these are more than just abstract questions.  I assume you’re looking for some sort of meaning or you wouldn’t spend an hour in worship every week.  

So let’s begin with what we don’t believe about the Bible.  Presbyterians do not believe in the inerrancy of scripture.  (I hope this is old news to you.)  John Calvin and the reformers were not at all troubled by the fact that the Bible has errors.  They took it in stride.  In Calvin’s words, errors were the result of the fact that God had accommodated to human frailty in the process of self-revelation.  In other words, God is revealed to us in the Bible, but because it was written by human hands, there are bound to be errors.  The image that Calvin used was God speaking with a lisp or a stammer that we can’t always understand, so in our attempts to write down God’s words, we got some of it wrong.  In some places, the writers even contradict themselves.  This is why you can’t pick and choose; you can’t pluck up a verse and say, “Aha, I told you so.”  Because chances are there’s another verse that contradicts it.

The second thing we don’t believe about the Bible: we don’t believe the Bible is a history book.  Yes, there is history in the Bible.  But if you want to learn about ancient history, read a history book.  In fact, I would recommend you do, because knowing your history will help you understand the Bible.

The third thing we don’t believe about the Bible: we don’t believe the Bible is a rule book.  We don’t stone people for collecting sticks on the Sabbath or punish men with long hair.   We also don’t turn to the Bible for answers.  You might be surprised to hear me say that, because when life gets difficult many people do turn to the Bible for answers.  But Presbyterians turn to the Bible for guidance.  This is a subtle but very important difference and hinges on the fact that we don’t read the Bible literally, because in one place you may find the answer you’re looking for, but in another place you’ll find an answer that contradicts it.  We don’t believe the Bible is black and white.    

Think of the problems we encounter today that the Bible doesn’t even touch upon.  Predicaments as far different as the problems the Internet poses to families with children or the global AIDS crisis.  We can’t turn to the Bible to find answers for these matters, but we can turn to it for guidance.   At best, we will find guidance for how we should respond to these problems.  But we won’t necessarily find answers to solve those problems.  Do you see the difference?

So now that we know a little of what we don’t believe, how do we make sense of the Bible?

Well, we can make sense of it by starting with what we do believe.  We do believe the Bible is the Word of God.  Even though it has errors, it’s still God’s Word, and it’s the best witness we have as to who God is, what God does, and what God desires and doesn’t desire from the world and its inhabitants.  As Frederick Buechner says, 

“It is a book about life the way it really is.  It is a book about people who at one and the same time can be both believing and unbelieving, innocent and guilty, crusaders and crooks, full of hope and full of despair.  In order words, it is a book about us.  And it is also a book about God.  If it is not about the God we believe in, then it is about the God we do not believe in.  One way or another, the story we find in the Bible is our own story.”

When Jesus returned to his hometown, as he did in today’s story from Luke, the people were hoping to hear more than the just the reading of some really old words on a scroll.  They hoped Jesus’ message would have some relevance for them.  They wanted to find their own story in Isaiah’s story, which is the book Jesus is preaching on in Luke’s Gospel.  They wanted to hear something that had meaning for them.  They wanted it to make sense.
And in that way, they aren’t any different than us.  We want to find meaning in the Bible and its stories, too.  

It is not at all unusual for people turn to the Bible to find “meaning”, and not just any meaning but the meaning-the meaning of life, the meaning of it all, the meaning of the world in the hope that somehow the Bible contains the answer.  But there is no “the meaning” in the Bible.  Now, that may strike you as a somewhat blasphemous statement, and if it does I apologize-because believe me, I believe deeply in the authority of scripture.  I have no problem believing the Bible is the Word of God.

What I’m trying to say is that we have this idea when it comes to the Bible that its meaning is lodged in the past, and our task is to discover what that meaning was.  We learn this task well in seminary-the fancy name of it is exegesis.  And it’s the job of the Biblical exegete to discover the original intent of the author and therefore discover the true meaning of the text in the hopes that it has meaning for us.

But the true meaning of the story doesn’t only reside in the past; it resides in the present, too.  And as contexts change, so does the meaning of a text.  Meanings change.  

When Jesus returned to his synagogue to preach, he brought new meaning to the ancient words of Isaiah.  In fact, as we’ll hear next week, the new meaning is a little too much for the people to heart-so much so that the people run Jesus out of town.  But he didn’t bring new meaning to Isaiah’s words by simply giving people his opinion; Jesus was filled with the power of the Spirit.  He turned to the Spirit for guidance.  He prayed.  He asked the spirit for help in the same way we do when we pray the prayer for inspiration or illumination.  We are praying for the Spirit to shed some light on these ancient words and to help us find their meaning for us today.
And last but certainly not least, when trying to make sense of the Bible, one of the best things we can do is listen.  We can “listen for the Word of God as it comes to us today.”  Sometimes, we’re so busy talking about what we do and do not believe that we forget to listen to God.
And so, if you want to make sense of the Bible, I advise you to stop, listen, and ask for the Holy Spirit’s guidance.  And note to Pat Robertson: none of these things require us to shut our minds or our hearts.

Amen.
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