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Introduction



Christian language has become a stumbling block in our time. Much of its basic vocabulary is seriously misunderstood by Christians and non-Christians alike. Big words like salvation, saved, sacrifice, redeemer, redemption, righteousness, repentance, mercy, sin, forgiveness, born again, second coming, God, Jesus, and Bible and collections of words like the creeds, Lord’s Prayer, and liturgies have acquired meanings that are serious distortions of their biblical and traditional meanings.

The misunderstandings flow from two major causes shaping the way Christian language is heard. The first is the literalization of language in the modern period, affecting Christians and non-Christians alike. The second is the interpretation of Christian language within a common framework that I call “heaven and hell” Christianity, which I describe more fully in Chapter 1. When this is the primary framework for understanding Christianity, as it often is, it diminishes and distorts the meaning of Christian language.

Christians in this country (and elsewhere) are deeply divided by different understandings of a shared language. About half (maybe more) of American Christians believe that biblical language is to be understood literally within a heaven-and-hell framework that emphasizes the afterlife, sin and forgiveness, Jesus dying for our sins, and believing. The other half (maybe less) puzzle over and have problems with this. Some have moved on to another understanding of Christian language. The differences are so sharp that they virtually produce two different religions, both using the same Bible and the same language.

This book’s purpose is to exposit an alternative understanding, one that draws on the Bible and premodern Christian tradition. It has a drumbeat. Again and again, it compares and contrasts the contemporary meanings of Christian language with their often very different biblical and traditional meanings. Again and again, it names the effects that literalization and the heaven-and-hell framework have had upon the meanings of Christian language. Again and again, it reveals the more ancient and authentic meanings of “speaking Christian” and tries to connect these reinvigorated meanings to the realities we face in the twenty-first century.

The book’s purpose is to redeem or reclaim Christian language in all of its richness and wisdom. Indeed, I had thought of titling the book Redeeming Christian Language, but then I realized that redeeming is one of the words that need redeeming. Today it is usually associated with being redeemed from our sins by the death of Jesus, our Redeemer. However, its more ancient and biblical meaning works very well. To redeem means to set free from slavery, bondage, captivity; it is not about being saved from our sins. In this sense, Christian language needs to be redeemed—to be set free from its captivity to contemporary literalism and the heaven-and-hell Christian framework.

Because I have written books about Jesus, God, the Bible, and the heart of Christianity, some repetition of topics treated in them is inevitable. However, when I do treat material in this book that I have presented before, the exposition is fresh as well as more concise.


The chapters are of varying lengths. Some are as long as traditional book chapters. Others are only two or three pages. The deciding factor was how much exposition was needed to clarify the topic of the chapter.

This book might also be seen as “a Christian primer.” A primer teaches us how to read. Reading is not just about learning to recognize and pronounce words, but also about how to hear and understand them. This book’s purpose is to help us to read, hear, and inwardly digest Christian language without preconceived understandings getting in the way. It is about learning to read and hear the language of our faith again.









CHAPTER 1

Speaking Christian



Speaking Christian,” by which I mean knowing and understanding Christian language, is in a state of crisis in North America. I suspect the crisis extends to other parts of the world as well, but I write about the cultural terrain I know best. The crisis is twofold. For many, an increasing number, Christianity has become an unfamiliar language. Many people either do not know the words at all or, if they have heard the words, have no idea what they mean.

But Christian illiteracy is only the first part of the crisis. Even more seriously, even for those who think they speak “Christian” fluently, the faith itself is often misunderstood and distorted by many to whom it is seemingly very familiar. They think they are speaking the language as it has always been understood, but what they mean by the words and concepts is so different from what these things have meant historically, that they would have trouble communicating with the very authors of the past they honor.

So why do I express this crisis as a problem of language? Because language is the medium through which people participate in their religion. To be part of a religion means being able to speak and understand its language. Every religion has a basic vocabulary: its “big” words and collections of words, spoken and heard in worship, embodied in rituals and practices.

Thus to be Jewish means “speaking Jewish”; to be Muslim means “speaking Muslim”; to be Buddhist means “speaking Buddhist”; and so forth. By “speaking” I do not mean merely knowing either the ancient languages of these religions or their modern descendants. I mean something more basic: the way practitioners use the concepts and ideas from their religion as a lens through which to see the world, the way they use them to connect their religion to their life in the world.

To use an illuminating phrase from recent scholarship, religions are “cultural-linguistic traditions.”1 What this means is both simple and important. Every religion originated in a particular culture and thus used the language of that culture, even if in ways that radically challenged it. If a religion survived over time, it became a cultural-linguistic tradition in its own right, with its own language, its basic vocabulary, sacred texts and stories, rituals and practices. These are often organized into comprehensive systems of thought—what Christians call theology, including doctrines and dogmas.

In this respect, being Christian (or Jewish or Muslim) is like being French (or Turkish or Korean). One of the criteria for being French is the ability to speak French. Another is being able to understand French. We would not think someone fluen t in French if that person could only speak it, but not understand it. In the same way, literacy means more than simply being able to make sounds out of written words. It also involves having some understanding of what the words mean. Christian literacy means not simply the ability to recognize biblical and Christian words, but also to understand them.


Of course, being Christian is about more than words, just as being French is about more than fluency in French. One doesn’t become French simply by learning the language. Being French also involves membership in a community and an “ethos,” a way of life. So also being Christian is about being part of a community and an ethos, a way of life. It is about more than language, but not less.

Christian language is grounded in the Bible and postbiblical Christianity. It includes the words used, heard, sung, and prayed in worship, devotion, teaching, and community. To be Christian is to know, use, and be shaped by this language—to live one’s life with God within the framework of this language.

AN UNFAMILIAR AND MISUNDERSTOOD LANGUAGE

Christian language is becoming unfamiliar for an obvious reason. Over the last half century, the percentage of people growing up Christian has decreased significantly in North America and even more so in Europe. Many born after the mid-1960s have had little exposure to biblical and Christian language, except what they may have picked up from a culture in which Christianity is a strong presence.

I became vividly aware of this shift thirty years ago when I moved from teaching in Minnesota, where Christian language was in the air that we breathed, to teaching in Oregon, the least churched state in the country. On the first day of my first class, an introduction to the New Testament, I said that we couldn’t understand the New Testament without understanding that early Christianity was rooted in Judaism. A hand went up: “What’s Judaism?”


Good question. What is a one- to five-minute response to somebody who doesn’t know anything about Judaism and wants to know what it is? As I sought to define Judaism, I mentioned Moses, and another hand went up: “Who’s Moses?” Another good question. How do you say who Moses was to somebody who has never heard of him?

I knew that I wasn’t in Minnesota anymore. Many of my students in Oregon had little familiarity with the Bible and Christianity. I began to ask them on the first day of courses to write a ten-minute essay on the topic “Me and the Bible” or “Me and Christianity.” Some questions they had to answer were: What has been your exposure to Christianity and the Bible? Did you grow up in a church? And whether you did or not, what have you heard about the Bible and Christianity? What’s your impression?

Here is a sampling of what I read and learned:


“I don’t know much about the Bible, but I think there’s a story in it about a guy in a fish.”

“I don’t know much about Christianity, but I think that Christians are really against trespassing.”

Half had never been to a church service, except for a wedding or funeral, and not all had experienced even that.

More than half described Christians as literalistic, anti-intellectual, judgmental, self-righteous, and bigoted.

One who had never been to a Christian worship service happened to attend what may have been the only snake-handling church in Oregon. He said that he hadn’t known that Christian worship included snakes, and he thought that was pretty interesting.



The problem wasn’t the intelligence of my students; they were bright. But they were harbingers of a future that is becoming more and more present. Many Americans under forty have grown up with little or no involvement in a church. Of those born since 1980, 25 percent describe themselves as having no religious affiliation.

Unfamiliarity with Christian language—its important words and the sacred texts and stories in which those words are embedded—is widespread among Christians as well. Polls indicate that less than half of American Christians can name the four Gospels. Only a third know that the Sermon on the Mount is in Matthew. Two-thirds think that the saying “God helps those who help themselves” comes from the Bible (it doesn’t). Most know only a few stories from the Old Testament, often in garbled form. Stories from the New Testament fared only slightly better. Thus, even for many Christians the language of the Bible and Christianity is like a foreign language.

The problem is not simply unfamiliarity. Many of us have heard Christian language since childhood. If we are still part of a church, we continue to hear it in biblical readings, sermons, hymns, prayers, liturgies, and creeds. We are steeped in it.

The problem is that it is often misunderstood. It has acquired meanings that are very different from their biblical and ancient meanings. Sometimes the issue is diminishment, the reduction of rich and multiple meanings to one particular meaning. Often the issue is even more serious, not just diminishment, but distortion and serious misunderstanding.

There are two major reasons why the Christian language is frequently misunderstood today. First, a particular common and widely shared understanding of what Christianity is has created a framework within which biblical and Christian language is most often understood. I call it the heaven-and-hell framework. The second reason we misunderstand Christian terms is the result of the “literalization” of biblical and Christian language. This is my name for the process by which many have come to assume that the most faithful way to understand Christian terms is as literal and absolute representations of the inerrant revelation of God. In this chapter, we will tackle the heaven-and-hell framework and take up the literalization of Christian language in the next chapter.

THE HEAVEN-AND-HELL FRAMEWORK

Words have their meanings within frameworks. Frameworks are large interpretive contexts that shape the meanings of words. Elephant means something very different in the framework of a visit to a game park in Africa from what it means in the framework of a political cartoon. Frameworks matter.

The large framework shaping the meaning of Christian language for many today is the heaven-and-hell Christianity of not so long ago. I have puzzled, indeed struggled, with what to call this, seeking to avoid terms that sound pejorative or patronizing, yet still wanting to use ones that give an accurate description. By heaven-and-hell Christianity, I mean simply an understanding of Christianity that most Protestants and Catholics shared in common and thus took for granted not very long ago.

Suppose that you had been asked at the end of childhood, at age twelve or so, the following questions: What is Christianity about? What is the heart of its message, “the gospel”? Why should people be Christian? The questions are relevant not only for those who grew up Christian. Virtually everybody who grew up in a Western culture acquired some impression of Christianity by the end of childhood.

At that age, my single-sentence answer, the impression that formed in my mind as I grew up Christian a half century ago, would have been: Jesus died for our sins so that we can be forgiven and go to heaven, if we believe in him. Of course, I learned that being Christian was about more than that. It also meant seeking to lead a changed life by obeying God’s commandments, especially the commandment to love one another. It was about behavior as well as belief. But its core was clear. We have been bad and deserve to be punished, even to the extent of eternal torment in hell. But God sent Jesus to die for us so that, if we believe in him, we can be forgiven and go to heaven.

This understanding was not idiosyncratic to my Scandinavian Lutheran childhood. Rather, it was widely shared by Protestants and Catholics. With varying degrees of conviction, it continues to be seen as the core of Christianity by millions, within and outside the church. It is the framework within which many understand Christian language.

The heaven-and-hell framework has four central elements: the afterlife, sin and forgiveness, Jesus’s dying for our sins, and believing. They are all there in my childhood memory and present in the minds of many Christians. What is already in our minds shapes what we experience, including how we hear words.

The Afterlife: Heaven is the reason for being Christian. Life after death was so important in the form of Christianity that I absorbed growing up that if somebody had convinced me when I was twelve or so that there was no afterlife, I would have had no idea what Christianity was about or why I should be Christian.


This is the understanding held by many Christians today. Some belong to churches that explicitly emphasize the hope of heaven and the threat of hell. Others belong to churches that seldom or never mention hell. But even for many of them, the hope of a blessed afterlife is what Christianity is most centrally about. How important has the promise of heaven (and perhaps the threat of hell) been to the forms of Christianity that you have experienced or heard about?

Sin and Forgiveness: Sin is the central issue in our life with God. Forgiveness is the solution. Because we are sinners, we deserve to be punished. Consider how often sin and forgiveness appear in Christian worship. Most services include a confession of sin. In my childhood, every Sunday morning we said, “We poor sinners confess unto thee that we are by nature sinful and unclean, and that we have sinned against thee by thought, word, and deed, where-fore we flee for refuge to thine infinite mercy, seeking and imploring thy grace, for the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ.” That’s pretty intense, though not as severe as some I have heard. Confessing sins wasn’t just Protestant; my Catholic friends had to go to confession every Saturday and confess in person to a priest.

Most worship services also include a threefold appeal for God’s mercy: “Lord, have mercy upon us. Christ, have mercy upon us. Lord, have mercy upon us.” We need God’s mercy because we are sinners. The words of the Eucharist (also known as the Lord’s Supper, Mass, or Communion) commonly emphasize our sinfulness and Jesus as the sacrifice who makes forgiveness possible. Take time to reflect on how central sin and forgiveness were to your impression of Christianity.

That heaven-and-hell Christianity is “sin-ridden” is often more apparent to non-Christians than Christians. Some years ago I heard a Buddhist teacher say with a twinkle in his eye, “You Christians must be very bad people—you’re always confessing your sins and asking for forgiveness.”

Jesus Died for Our Sins: Within this framework, what is most important about Jesus is his death. He died for our sins in our place, paid the price of our disobedience, and thereby made our forgiveness possible. This understanding is widespread not only among the many who affirm it, but also among many who have misgivings about it or reject it.

Recall Mel Gibson’s blockbuster movie The Passion of the Christ. It focused on the last twelve hours of Jesus’s life, from his arrest through his torture, suffering, and death, and portrayed all of this as Jesus’s bearing the sins of the world. Recall its enthusiastic reception by many conservative Christians. Even Pope John Paul II endorsed it; he said, “It is as it was.” The message was clear that what matters most about Jesus is his death as a substitutionary sacrifice for the sins of the world.

The connection between an afterlife and Jesus dying for our sins is insisted upon by conservative Christian voices in America today. For example, Albert Mohler, president of the flagship Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, said in 2010: “Did Jesus go to the cross as a mere victim? If so, then we have no gospel, we have no hope of everlasting life. Did Jesus go merely as a political prisoner, executed because he had offended the regime? Well, if so, that’s a very interesting chapter of human history, but I’m not going to stake my life on it, much less my hope for eternity.”2

Note how his statement combines the “gospel,” the “hope of everlasting life,” and the “hope for eternity” with Jesus being more than “a mere victim,” more than “a political prisoner executed because he had offended the regime.” For Mohler and many Christians, what matters about Jesus is that he died for our sins, so that we can be forgiven and go to heaven.

Believing: The final element that makes up the heaven-and-hell framework is believing, understood as affirming a core set of statements to be true. Believing, or “having faith,” is what God wants from us and what makes it possible to go to heaven. For about half of Protestants, this means not only believing that Jesus died for our sins, but much more, including that the Bible is the inerrant revelation of God, literally and absolutely true. For other Protestants and most Catholics, what is to be believed is not as rigorously detailed. But there is common agreement that affirming a set of beliefs matters. For many, this has become the primary meaning of “faith.”

The framework created by these four elements decisively shapes the meaning of many “big” Christian words, giving them meanings very different from their biblical and ancient Christian ones. To illustrate:


Salvation now refers to life after death; it is about going to heaven. But in the Bible, it is seldom about an afterlife; rather, it is about transformation this side of death.

Saved now means to be saved from our sins. But in the Bible, it is about much more than this, and often not about sin at all.

Savior now refers to Jesus as the one who saves us from our sins. But in the Bible, savior is used long before Jesus and most often has nothing to do with being saved from sin.

Sacrifice now refers to Jesus’s death on the cross as payment for our sins. But in the Bible, sacrifice is never about substitutionary payment for sin.





God now refers to a personlike being separate from the universe. God’s character is both loving and punitive. God loves us enough to send Jesus to die for us, but God will also judge and punish those who don’t believe or behave as they ought. But the Bible also contains a very different understanding of God, both of what the word refers to and of God’s character.

Mercy is now about God forgiving us, even though we are sinful and deserve to be punished. But in the Bible, the ancient words translated into English as mercy often do not mean what mercy means in modern English.

Repentance is now remorse for sin and resolving to live a better life. But in the Bible, its meanings are quite different: to return from exile and “to go beyond the mind we have.”

Redeemer, redeem, and redemption (like savior, save, and salvation) now refer to Jesus as the redeemer who redeems us from our sins and brings about our redemption. But in the Bible, these words are not about being saved from sin, but about being set free from slavery.

Righteousness is now primarily about individual virtue—about being a righteous person. But in the Bible, it is often a collective or social virtue. It is about justice and whether societies are just or unjust.

Peace is now primarily understood as an individual internal state—peace of mind and being at peace with God. But in the Bible, peace is more than internal peace. It is a major part of God’s dream for the world, a world of nonviolence and the end of war.





Faith now means believing a set of statements about God, Jesus, and the Bible to be true, often literally true. But in the Bible and premodern Christianity, faith and believing are not about affirming the truth of statements. Rather, they are about commitment, loyalty, and allegiance, and not to a set of statements, but to God as known especially in Jesus. Perhaps the best single synonym for to believe is to belove.



All of these words and more will be treated in this book. For now, the point is that the common heaven-and-hell framework is like a black hole that sucks the meaning of Christian language into it, changing and distorting it.

Because much of this book is a critique of how this framework has narrowed and distorted the meaning of much of Christian language, I want to emphasize that it has worked and still works for millions. By worked, I mean that it had good effects in their lives.

My own parents, born over a century ago, are an example. I think they and many in their generation lived within the framework of conventional heaven-and-hell Christianity all their lives. So far as I know, it didn’t create problems for them—though I wish I had thought to ask them while they were still alive. In part, it worked for them because it was taken for granted and was thus “softer” than its hardened contemporary forms. It didn’t require willed affirmation and vigorous defense. For them and for many, it was a means of grace whereby the Spirit of God worked in them, producing the fruits of gentleness, decency, and compassion. God’s Spirit can and does work through many means.

But in our time, the meaning of Christian language within the heaven-and-hell framework of conventional Christianity has become a problem for many. For some, it renders much of Christian language opaque and deprives it of its richness. For others, the issue is more than deprivation; Christian language has become an obstacle, an intellectual stumbling block, sometimes so large that taking Christianity seriously becomes very difficult.

REDEEM OR REPLACE?

So serious is the problem that some have concluded that Christian language is beyond redemption and needs to be replaced by language that actually communicates what we want to communicate. If salvation means something very different from what most people think it means, can we use the word without being misunderstood? If God means something very different from what it means to most people, can we use the word without being misunderstood? So also with many others, like saved, mercy, righteousness, repentance, and so forth.

A powerful case for the need to replace Christian language is made by Gretta Vosper, a pastor in the United Church of Canada, president of the Canadian Center for Progressive Christianity and author of With or Without God: Why the Way We Live Is More Important Than What We Believe.3 She invites her readers to imagine what a visitor to a typical mainline worship service experiences:


Readings from the Bible that are not only unfamiliar, but sometimes disturbing, concluding with “The Word of the Lord,” followed by “Thanks be to God.”

Prayers that presuppose that God can be persuaded to intervene.





A liturgy that emphasizes that we have been sinful, but Jesus paid the price by dying for us.

Language about bread and wine as the body and blood of Jesus given for us.



What does this language mean to outsiders, or, for that matter, to insiders, to Christians? Vosper’s book makes a bracing case for changing our language that needs to be taken seriously by all who are concerned with the viability of Christian language today.

But I choose the second option, to redeem rather than replace Christian language. One reason is personal. As an Episcopalian, I belong to a denomination saturated with Christian language. Every Sunday, we hear four biblical readings, more than most other Christians do. Our liturgies and prayers from the Book of Common Prayer are filled with biblical and Christian language. For me to abandon this language would mean leaving a biblical and liturgical denomination that has been and is profoundly nourishing.

The second reason is more than personal. It is the premise of this book that religions are like languages. If we take this seriously, it means that being Christian means speaking Christian. To cease to speak Christian would mean no longer being Christian—just as ceasing to speak French would mean no longer being French. Speaking Christian is essential to being Christian.

I do not want to be misunderstood. People can live a good life without knowing or using Christian language. And by “a good life” I do not mean simply a happy life or decent life, but a transformed life that embodies virtues enshrined in Christianity. Christianity is not the only path of goodness and transformation. But Christianity has repeatedly shown itself throughout its history to be an effective path for goodness and transformation—a path that is affirmed by millions and still has the potential to be a powerful force for our future. That is why I think it is worth redeeming rather than replacing Christian language. We have too much to lose.

What it means to redeem Christian language is illuminated by the primary biblical meaning of redeem: to set free, to release from bondage. Christian language needs to be set free, released, reclaimed from its captivity to its conventional modern meanings.

Redeeming Christian language includes reclaiming individual words and short phrases like salvation, saved, sacrifice, redemption, repentance; God, Jesus, Trinity; righteousness, mercy, justice, grace, the kingdom of God; eternal life; Jesus as Lord and Savior, as the Way and the Truth and the Life, and more. We need to ask afresh: What does this language mean? What does it means to use these words? It also means redeeming collections of words heard in Christian worship: biblical readings, the Lord’s Prayer, creeds, the liturgy, especially the Eucharist.

The language of the Bible and postbiblical Christianity is much richer and broader than commonly supposed. The latter includes language used by saints, mystics, and theologians like Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Francis of Assisi, Julian of Norwich, Catherine of Sienna, Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Martin Luther, John Calvin, and many others. The tradition also includes the imaginative enhancement of Christian language in Christian art, music, hymnody, and poetry.

Thoughtfully understood, Christian language is perceptive, persuasive, and powerful. Its insights about the human condition illuminate the way we commonly experience our lives. It points to an alternative vision and way of life centered in God and God’s passion for a different kind of world. It has power. For many it has been and continues to be a sacrament of the sacred, a means of grace, a way the Spirit of God speaks to us, a vehicle whereby our lives are changed. But how we understand this language matters.








CHAPTER 2

Beyond Literalism



The second reason Christian language has become a problem for millions today is the modern church’s embrace of literalism as the most faithful way for understanding its key terms and language. Although a literal-factual understanding of language is widespread in the modern world, it is actually a recent development, the product of the last few centuries. For many, Christians and non-Christians alike, the literalization of language is at work in the heaven-and-hell framework within which Christian language is often understood.

Biblical literalism typically goes hand in hand with an understanding of the Bible as the inerrant and infallible revelation of God. About half of American Protestants belong to churches that teach this. Like Christians in general, they affirm that the Bible is the “Word of God” and inspired by the Holy Spirit. But they draw a particular inference that distinguishes them from other Protestants as well as from Catholic and Orthodox Christians. They infer that because the Bible is the inspired Word of God, it is inerrant and infallible.

Here is the logic they use. A perfect God would not inspire an imperfect Bible. The inspiration of the Bible gives it a divine guarantee of being true—literally, factually, and absolutely. If the Bible says something happened, it happened. If it says something is wrong, it’s wrong.

The impact upon Christian language, on the meaning of “speaking Christian,” is immense. Christians who think the Bible is inerrant and to be interpreted literally and absolutely also commonly do the following:


They affirm that the earth and the universe are less than ten thousand years old. Why? Because, figuring backward from our time, a literal reading of the early chapters of Genesis and biblical genealogies yields about six thousand years. Some even specify the year of creation as 4004 BCE. Thus they oppose evolution, since its long time span contradicts the Bible’s young age of the earth and our descent from a literal Adam and Eve. For them, the conflict between religion and science is an enormous issue. They ask themselves: Are we to believe in God and the Bible or in science?

They affirm that the stories of spectacular events in the Bible really happened: the flood in the time of Noah; the ten plagues and the sea dividing in two in the story of the exodus; the virginal conception of Jesus; Jesus’s healings, walking on water, multiplying loaves, and so forth; and his bodily resurrection. God really did wondrous things in ancient times. In the minds of these Christians, it’s important, indeed crucial, that these events really happened—or else the Bible and Christianity aren’t true.

They commonly oppose gender equality. Wives are to be submissive to their husbands, and women are not to be clergy. Why? Because the Bible contains some passages that teach the subordination of women and prohibit them from having authority over men.

They see same-sex relationships as sinful. Why? Because the Bible contains a few passages that condemn such relationships.

They insist that Jesus is the only way of salvation and that Christianity therefore is the only true religion. Only people who believe in Jesus can be saved. Why? Because a few passages in the New Testament say so.



These examples reflect a “hard” form of literalism that insists on the inerrant and absolute truth of biblical language. It is the most visible form of American Christianity today, proclaimed in fundamentalist and most conservative-evangelical denominations and in most megachurches. It dominates Christian television, radio, and the Christian political right.

A “softer” form of literalism extends to other Christians beyond those who affirm literalism in its hard form. This softer form was common in the recent Christian past among both mainline Protestants and Catholics.

My experience growing up Lutheran fifty years ago is somewhat typical. We learned that the Bible is the “Word of God” and “inspired by God.” What this meant to me (and most of us, I think) was that the Bible came from God as no other book does. This is what gave the Bible its authority; because it originated in God, it is God’s revelation. We took it for granted that it was the final authority for faith and morals. It told us what to believe and how to live.

Yet we were not committed to biblical inerrancy and biblical literalism. We knew that some Christians thought that, but we didn’t. We didn’t insist on a literal reading of the creation stories in Genesis, and so we didn’t have to choose between the Bible and evolution. We had no difficulty extending the six days of creation into geological epochs. I never had to wonder how dinosaurs fit into the picture. And it was okay—even if a bit daring—to think that the story of Jonah living for three days in the belly of a fish was a parable and not a factual story.

But we did take it for granted that the really important events happened more or less as described. So we also accepted the fact that the Bible’s teachings about morality came from God and told us how to live. If the Bible said something was wrong, that pretty much settled the question.

“Soft literalism” continues to operate in the minds of some within mainline denominations today, as illustrated especially by the conflict about the status of gays and lesbians. If the Bible says homosexual behavior is wrong, does that settle it? Are the Bible’s teachings about sexuality the absolute revelation of God? If so, then changing Christian teaching on same-sex relationships is impossible. But if not, then what does biblical authority mean? This question—the authority of the Bible and how to hear its language—is at the center of this conflict. Is the Bible to be understood as the literal and absolute revelation of God?

INERRANCY AND LITERALISM AS MODERN, NOT ANCIENT

Because many Christians think that biblical inerrancy and its literal-factual-absolute interpretation are traditional and orthodox, it is important to know that this is not so.
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