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SOS

(by way of introduction)

I have never been in an earthquake, so I must ask anyone who reads this but knows the
terror of a real earthquake, to accept that the comparison is meaningful to me. The
progressive changes that I have undergone in my view of the Bible' have been combined
with a feeling that all which once seemed stable and reliable had become insecure, and
sometimes frightening. It felt like an earthquake. I used to be an evangelical
fundamentalist and treasured my relationship with the scriptures, but I lost the Bible by
valuing it too much. It had partly taken the place of God in my life and, as so often
happens, I met life experiences and changes, which shook every one of my foundations
that was not good and secure. I see such experiences as grace in action. That way we
make sure that we can stand any real storm that comes our way. The Bible had become
too important to me and much too familiar in the sense that it dominated my thinking and
my conversation. Scarcely anything could happen without bringing a text into my file-
index mind. As a habitual bible reader, I was therefore worried when I found that I could
no longer continue my daily readings with any real enthusiasm. I gave up the habit for a
number of years and, when I returned to the practise of frequent readings, it was not
longer a habit. But during all the time that my Bible gathered dust I knew from inside that
my spirit was as much in touch with God as previously. Only the outward forms of my
faith had changed. I had admitted to a problem, which I had initially tried to cover up and
hide — even from myself.

As the truth about myself began to dawn I started to tackle underlying doubts by thinking
my thoughts on paper. Sometimes the essays and letters I wrote during that period were
binned; but other times they were left to linger on a neglected computer disc or file.
Some of those essays were circulated among a group of supportive friends who regularly
exchanged ideas, articles, poems, correspondence and other literary gems that came their
way. It was those friends who encouraged me to bring these articles together in SOS.
The Bible was a frequent theme of my writing because my fundamentalism had become a
stumbling block to my faith and I was trying to find a way out of my confusion. My
thoughts and studies eventually led me to the point where this precious book was rescued
from my fundamentalism and become, once again, a useful and enjoyable part of my life
of faith.

After a number of years of questioning, searching and rediscovery it seemed good to take
stock of my changing views and put them together in one volume. SOS has been around

! Practise differs about the use of an initial capital letter for "Bible", "biblical" etc. These essays use a
capital where the word is clearly a proper noun ("the Bible") or at the beginning of a sentence. Where the
word is used as an adjective or as a generic term a lower case initial is used. No respect or disrespect is
intended by either usage.
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for several years now and has helped a number of Christians to find renewed enjoyment
in God free from the legalistic restrictions imposed by their early teachers. This edition
has been revised for Internet publishing, but also includes amendments resulting from
reader feedback and further developments in my own thinking. I am sure that my ideas
will continue to develop as I carry on learning and growing in the faith. I hope never to
reach a point of fixed certainty, because the more I learn the more I realise how little I
know; the more, in fact, I appreciate how unknowable are the mysteries of God. I enjoy
meditating on the teachings contained in the mediaeval book “The Cloud of Unknowing”
and its title fits what I am saying here. I can live with mystery and no longer care that I
am unable to explain everything. Part of the problem with fundamentalism is its arrogant
assumption that it knows all the answers when it hasn’t fully listened to the questions. I
have given up fundamentalism.

The problem that spoiled my appreciation of the Bible was that I had become so familiar
with it that I could not help noticing discrepancies; but I was denying what I was seeing.
For instance, I knew the gospel stories so well that I could sense when they diverged from
one another. And I knew the oddities of the Bible, like Matthew’s clumsy story of Jesus
riding two donkeys® at the same time! But I also know the stock fundamentalist
explanations for those differences and peculiarities and tried to convince myself that
those excuses were satisfactory. They were not, and I eventually realised that I was
deceiving myself so, for the sake of sanity and truthfulness, I thought again.

In the more widely accessible medium of the Internet, these pages may be read by people
who will find it hard to understand the problem. If you never believed the Bible you may
wonder why I ever became a fundamentalist and why it was so hard to break free. Don’t
take my past problems as justification for rejecting the Bible altogether and treating it
with total disbelief. My problem was not belief, but slavish belief. The Bible would not
have survived the onslaughts that it has suffered over the centuries unless it had
something valuable that made it worth fighting for - even to the death. My fault was to
take belief to an extreme. Not to believe the scriptures at all is the opposite extreme and is
at least as dangerous.

The essays that follow are mostly selected from those I circulated to friends and are dated
to show how my thinking developed over several years. The wording is unchanged, apart
from some revisions to the footnotes, and neither have I changed them in this new edition
of SOS. The linking chapters explain the context in which each article was written and
slot them into a steady process of growth and re-learning. The articles were written for
myself, to help re-establish my thinking and understanding and to explore the depths of
my faith. By bringing the essays together in this way I was able to take stock of what I
learned over those years and how the Bible was rescued from my misplaced worship. By
re-issuing them in this revised edition I offer my example of freedom to a wider audience,
praying that many more Christians will rediscover the scriptures as aids to faith, hope and
love, rather than laws to imprison, punish and frighten.

% See Matthew 21.4-7. The original text quoted in Matthew comes from Zechariah 9.9 and is in a typical
Hebrew poetic form as can be seen elsewhere in the Old Testament. It creates rhythm by repeating lines
with a slight change of wording. The writer of this gospel seems not to have understood that and attempted
to make his story fit the prophecy too precisely — with unfortunate results!
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September 1994

Note to 2001 edition

This new edition of SOS includes changes to the linking notes and comments, but leaves
the original articles as they appeared in the 1994 edition. I have moved on, as I hoped I
would, and once more have been able to face daily readings and formal ‘bible studies’ as
a part of Christian fellowship. In the meantime, I have been blessed to hear from people
who have been helped by the messages of SOS and broken free from the fears imposed
by over-zealous fundamentalist teaching. What a joy it is to see people, for whom faith
had become a duty and even a burden, once again responding to God in trust, hope and

Joy.

Derrick Phillips
June 2001

Note to 2003 edition

Publication on the Internet brought the need for a further revision, which now includes
some changes to individual chapters. Where the text has been revised it has been noted at
the end of the individual chapters. I emphasise that SOS is not an attack on The Bible,
which I value greatly and read every day. I aim to encourage people to use the scripture
with their minds open to truth and closed to prejudice.

Derrick Phillips
August 2003
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What 1s Truth?...

Pilate received no answer to his cynical question "What is truth?", and there is no short
cut to the answer for us either, though the question is tempting. Truth cannot be defined
in neat, simple statements. It is many sided, and constantly shows colours and shades
which we have never noticed previously. It defies definition. For Christians, and
particularly those of evangelical and fundamentalist persuasion, the concept of truth is
closely linked with the collection of books we know as the Bible. This familiar
compendium of inspired writings is held up as the complete and final statement of God's
truth. Its words, phrases and stories are expected to provide answers for all the spiritual
and moral questions we might ask. But not all believers are entirely satisfied with that
position. Scripture has many complexities like the truth it is held to represent.

To illustrate how "truth" can be less straightforward than it appears, consider the
following definition -

Human beings are animals which stand upright on two legs, use language and tools and
have high intellectual capability....

...that statement appears to be a reasonably accurate definition of human-kind, but it
excludes paraplegics, amputees, the dumb, and the mentally retarded. It is truth, but it is
not the whole truth. The statement is not complete and we are obliged to say "...ah but"!

I suggest that the same is true of the Bible. It is true’, but it is not The Truth. That title is
reserved for the living Word of God: the Logos. The Bible holds such a central position
in the Christian faith that it is crucial to understand its importance and its role. People
have made enormous sacrifices for the sake of the Bible; they have paid large sums of
money, travelled long distances, borne sufferings and tortures, and even accepted
martyrdom to obtain, protect, preserve, translate and disseminate this amazing book. It
has also brought challenge, comfort, correction, direction and conversion to huge
numbers of people. For me, or anyone else, to toss it aside lightly would be unforgivable
in view of the experience of all those people and the price many of them paid. Also, I
have to acknowledge that, without the Bible, I would not know the gospel stories, the
prophetic background of the gospel, or anything detailed about the Christ I hold as
precious. The Bible deserves to be taken seriously because of the good it has done. On
the other hand, bible texts have been used to justify hatred, divisions, witch-hunts,

3 When this essay was first circulated one of my friends commented at this point that he was not so sure
about the Bible being true! I was mildly shocked by his comment because a large measure of my spiritual
sense of security still rested on the Bible rather than on God. In fact it was by recognising that sense of
shock that I realised how much my old feelings persisted. My friend's quip was an important step towards
my personal growth and my escape from fundamentalism.
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tortures, injustices, killings and wars. Bible texts have been used to justify cruelty and
persecution; quarrels between believers have frequently been based on differing
interpretations of scripture. Based on such instances, the Bible could be regarded as the
most dangerous book ever written. It is impossible not to take this book seriously,
whether for the good or the bad results of its influence.

The Bible is an extremely important book. It has been used to convert murderers and
thieves, to stop wars and to inspire good and generous acts and, above all, it has stood the
test of time. Once, as our family were on a car journey together, one of my sons asked
why it is always the old buildings which are marked out as special in travel books and
tourist guides (we used to make a practise of pointing out notable sights on journeys
when our family was young). I replied that it is the special buildings that become the old
buildings; the ugly, the mediocre and the poorly constructed ones simply do not last.
Survival, whether we are talking about buildings or literature, is a mark of quality, beauty
and strength. Many books and letters, probably including some which had great spiritual
significance in their time, did not stand the test of passing generations, needs and fashions
and they disappeared or passed into scholarly obscurity. The Bible has passed these tests,
and has lasted. But the individual books of the Bible, if made of the gold of true
revelation, would have survived whether or not they had become bound together into one
book.

The Bible is not a single book, but an anthology. It consists of writings originated over
more than 1000 years and only finally brought together between two covers in the second
century AD. It is the work of 46 or more different writers, but its subject is one. It is the
revelation of the one God and his Son, Jesus Christ, and that clear purpose of revelation
dictates and dominates its entire style and contents. Huge areas of history, geography and
scientific discovery lie outside the stated scope and purpose of the Bible, and to use it to
back arguments in matters outside its scope is to court ridicule, as Bishop Wilberforce
discovered when he opposed Darwin’s friend T H Huxley in debate’. The Bible's
importance does not depend on its science or even its detailed accuracy. Many articles
and books have been wasted on arguments about whether details of scripture are totally
accurate, or internally consistent. A single inaccuracy proved would no more discredit
the Bible than a mistake in remembering a car registration number need discredit a trial
witness’. The key question is whether the testimony is true. On the other hand, if we
were able to prove beyond question the absolute historical accuracy and internal
consistency of the Bible, that would not be enough to answer the world's needs. It is not
written words, but the experience of God's involvement in human lives, which makes
revelation a living, personal and effective creative force in the universe.

* At an otherwise uneventful meeting in 1860’s Oxford Bishop Wilberforce challenged Huxley to defend
Darwin’s theory of ‘Natural Selection’ in public debate. The Bishop made the mistake of using ridicule
(“are you descended from apes on your mother’s or your father’s side?”’) and made himself look foolish
against Huxley's skilful use of evidence and arguments. The debate was widely reported and is now
regarded as the turning point for the public acceptance of the theory of Evolution by Natural Selection.

> Not, that is, unless you hold a literalist view. If your trust in the Bible depends on a conviction that each
word is verbally inspired then a demonstration of the slightest inaccuracy would destroy the whole doctrine
and the Bible itself with it.
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The historical fact that the Bible has been bound into one volume does not itself prove
that it is complete. Remember that large sections of Christendom use differing bibles,
some having 66 books and some having 72. The Roman church believes the Protestant
Bible to be incomplete. Many arguments are given for rejecting the Apocrypha and I am
not making a case for either side, but the existence of those books illustrates that
"completeness" is a debatable issue. At the same time, there are many other books which
have never been included in the canon of scripture, but which were highly respected in
their own time. The epistles of Clement came close to being included, but were left out
because he was not one of the original apostles (but neither was Paul!). Over the
centuries there have been valuable contributions from mystics like Augustine, Iranaeus,
Thomas a Kempis and countless others. Closer to our time, consider what the church has
gained by the writing of the "Pilgrims Progress" and many more recent devotional books
which have helped and challenged large numbers of people. On the negative side,
questions have been asked about the validity of including some of the books that were
included in the canon of scripture. Luther, for instance, described the Epistle of James as
"the epistle of straw"!® Who is qualified to say what is true and valid revelation? And
who can determine what is the correct interpretation for any given passage of scripture?
Is it the prerogative of the church, via the priesthood, as the Roman Catholics believe?
Or is it a matter of personal opinion, risky as that seems? If we reject the priesthood’,
which determined the canon of scripture, what reasons have we for accepting the choices
they made?

The Bible does not claim to be complete. In fact it could not, because none of the writers
ever saw it in completed form as we have it now. There are, of course, stern warnings in
Deuteronomy®, Proverbs’ and Revelation' about adding to, or taking away from the
word of God, but if these texts were taken to mean that the scriptures were complete at
the time when the words were written, neither the book of Proverbs nor the book of
Revelation could have been included. They would have already been precluded by the
earlier texts. Clearly, the scripture writers felt no inhibitions about continuing to pass on
their revelations, and they themselves referred to and acknowledged other books, which
did not take their place in the Bible as it was eventually defined. Luke says that Jesus did
and said so many things that, if they were all written down, the whole world could not
contain the books which would be written. It is hard to say in what way the Bible could
be regarded as complete when none of the writers knew they were writing the Bible! The
Bible as a single concept did not come into being until long after all the writers were
dead. The idea that the stream of revelation would simply run out is one that is not in
keeping with the internal evidence of the Bible itself. We have not been led to worship a
dumb idol like the pagan gods''. Our God continues to speak.

6 Luther was concerned about the passages in James' letter which seems to contradict his own doctrine of
"justification by faith alone". See James 2.14-26.

7 This particular argument will not be meaningful to people who believe in a priesthood, but I was writing
from a nonconformist perspective.

¥ Deuteronomy 4.2

? Proverbs 30.5,6

' Revelation 22.18,19

''See 1 Corinthians 12.2. where Paul characterises the pagan gods as "dumb" in contrast to the God of the
Christians.
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These statements appear to open the floodgates for any crank to produce pseudo-
scripture to confuse and mislead the weak, and even the faithful. Surely, many would
say, it is the assurance that the Bible is already complete which protects us from endless
false bibles. We already have the Koran and the Book of Mormon competing with, rather
than complementing the Bible. What controls can prevent chaos if the completeness of
scripture is allowed to be questioned? The answer lies within the existing scriptures. "Let
the prophets speak..." said Paul, "and let the others judge"'?. Judgement is within the
capabilities of all those who have the Holy Spirit; the inspirer is also the interpreter. Our
Spirit-led ability to judge and discern enables us to discover the living message, rather
than the dead text. But the scriptures also provide their own controls. We have already
accepted the addition of further books to a canon, which had long been settled within the
Jewish faith. But we know, because the apostles proved it, that it was possible to preach
the gospel using only Old Testament texts. The New Testament flows on from the Old
Testament, fulfilling rather than destroying the sense. Each stage of revelation was
complete for the time being, because each book was sufficient within itself for the
purpose intended at the time it was written. But as the individual books were brought
together and used side by side, each new element blended into what was already there
without damaging or distorting the old. There are differences of authorship, style and
content, but the common thread of God's self revelation runs through them all. Any new
revelation, if it is genuine, will be consistent with that flow, and will fit comfortably with
what is already there. The suit will be patched with matching material. But there is no
virtue in adding texts, passages and books to make an extended bible. The problem is
that covers have been put round what is already there. The early churches managed
perfectly well with scriptures plural, without feeling the need to cram them together into
one book. It was the later established state religion, known under the title of Christianity,
which felt the need to tie down doctrines and their sources. They opted to draw the
various writings together, and their primary aim was to exclude books which they felt
were unsuitable but which were in circulation amongst the churches of the time. They
wanted, of course, to establish their own authority, but the result of their deliberations
invested the Bible with an unnecessary sense of sacredness often amounting to
superstition. Law courts may choose to use the Bible as a charm against false testimony,
but that was never what God intended. It is not the Bible, but the word of God that has
the power to do wonders in the earth.

The Bible is not the word of God. It does not even claim this title for itself. The word of
God is alive and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword'®, but chapters of the
Bible can be dry and lifeless. Paul was a frequent reader of the scriptures, but sometimes
he had sessions of reading, which stood out distinctly from his normal experience. On
one particular day he was reading the story of the relationship between Ishmael and Isaac,
Abraham's sons, and the banishment of Ishmael together with his mother. The passage

12 See 1 Corinthians 14.29. When I originally wrote this essay I suspect that I still regarded Paul's advice as
a principle or even a law. Though I would not now accept it as a rule for meetings, or as a rule for
anything, I still view Paul's words as sound, wise advice. We can help, encourage and check one another.
No man is right about everything all of the time; on the other hand, one man who goes against the majority
may be the only one who is right!

" Hebrews 4.12
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must have been very familiar to Paul, but this time it came alive with new meaning. He
suddenly saw in the story an allegory, which perfectly illustrated the relationship between
law and grace in the life of a believer, and the expression "cast out the bondwoman and
her son"'" was resurrected into new meaning for Paul and for us. That passage from
Genesis became the word of God to Paul, whereas previously it had been merely a story.
In the same way, the scriptures can always become the word of God to us; but only as the
Spirit takes hold of them. The Holy Spirit, however, can take hold of messages from any
source, and make them the word of God. He can use the Bible, other literature, the words
of friends or advisers, or even non-verbal messages, like music, pictures or scenery. The
sword of the Spirit is the word of God, but the Spirit is more important than the sword.

Many people are in the habit of using the expression "Word of God" interchangeably
with "The Bible". This is as misleading as to use the word "church" to mean a building"”.
In either case it leads to false sanctification of man-made objects. Church buildings are
venerated for their own sake and the Bible is called "holy" and treated with superstition.
All scripture given by inspiration of God is useful for teaching the truth, rebuking errors,
correcting faults and giving instruction'®, but no book is endowed with sacredness within
its paper and ink. Scriptures exist as a check point for our newer revelations, as the
"more noble" believers at Berea'’ demonstrated, but the revelation they received was the
"word of God" and the scriptures were merely the check. The Holy Spirit, rather than the
Bible, is the source for revelation. Some sections of the church have been accused of
regarding the Bible as the third member of the Trinity and indeed, the behaviour of many
people tends to support this accusation. God is bigger than the Bible; it can reflect him,
but it cannot contain him. Bible worship will no more lead us to the truth than will any
other form of idolatry. If we want to find the truth we will need to avoid false trails on
the way.

The answer to the unanswerable question will not be found in the Bible alone. We have
to find the truth for ourselves ... a personal truth ... I cannot tell you what truth is
because it is not the same for me as it will be for you. If someone is widowed and re-
marries, their new partner does not see them in the same way as their former spouse did.
Personal relationships are enormously complex. When Pilate posed his question, he was
standing in front of the man who had already declared, “I am the truth™'®. The truth is
not words, doctrines and concepts, which is why the application of bible texts so often
leads to division, rather than unity. Doctrines are needed for our minds, not our spirits;
they will change with our changing experiences and viewpoints, but they will never bring
us to perfection. Jesus reveals himself to those who will hear, but he is hidden from those
who tie him up in definitions, doctrines, forms and traditions. 1 may express my
knowledge of him in doctrinal statements, which are different from yours, because I am
different and experience him in a different relationship. My doctrine is merely an attempt

'* See Genesis 21.8 and Galatians 4.21-31

'> Writing as a charismatic with a background in the "house church" movement, this comment reflected my
view of what was important at that time. I am no longer so fixed in my views on the Church, recognising
that the concept cannot be tightly defined to suit my dogma or anyone else’s.

12 Timothy 3.16

"7 Acts 17.11

"* John 14.6

10
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to rationalise my experience. The fact that we have differing rationalisations does not
matter because doctrine will no more unite us than a ‘doctrine of Mum’ would unite
brother and sisters in the same family. Our unity with him and with one another comes
from our relationship, not our viewpoint. Let us love one another, not because we agree,
but because love is of God. Our ultimate need is Christ himself revealed to us
individually in personal closeness. If we want the truth we must know him and keep on
knowing him. Truth is not ‘what’ but ‘who’.

August 1989
Revised 2003

11
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Discovering the Mystics

The second article was written at a stage when I was thrilling to my discovery of the
writings of the mediaeval mystics. Julian of Norwich was a particular source of pleasure.
I read biographies of people like Francis of Assisi and John of the Cross and meditations
from Meister Eckhart (what marvellous names some of these people were given!) and,
partly because I lived quite near the town where she had lived, I took an interest in the
lesser-known, but strange and fascinating, Marjorie Kemp of Kings Lynn. I had formerly
ignored such people because my narrow-minded evangelicalism had made me shy of
"Catholic saints". But I was fascinated to discover what treasures lay in the writings of
these people whose lives and doctrine were so different from my own.

My experience as a former Pentecostal and Charismatic made me alert to ideas of
personal inspiration and revelation and I found that I could relate to these inspired
ancients and sense who they were and how they felt. Thank God, I did not live in hard
times like theirs but even in 20th century luxury I felt in some ways close to them. Most
significantly, they were not afraid to see God in new ways; nor were they afraid to speak
about what they saw. They preferred to follow the call of God’s Spirit than to follow the
strictly laid pathways of their institutional religion.

By broadening our minds to learn from those with different backgrounds and traditions
we can learn more about the many faceted nature of our great God. By recognising our
own consciousness of the divine we will continue to learn, but still leave enough to
engage us in an eternity of discovery - but there are risks...

12
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Mystic Risks...

The man who believes he has a hot-line to God is a dangerous person. But to whom is he
dangerous? If he is a deluded psychotic with an obsession for holy conflict he could
damage thousands of lives. If, on the other hand, he is genuinely hearing the God of truth
and love, he will be dangerous only to the forces of evil and will be of value to those who
desire honesty and righteousness. The church has traditionally preferred not to take
chances in such matters and has treated all visionaries as ‘high-risk’. The traditional
control is to filter all revelation through established authority because playing safe avoids
explosions. But explosions are necessary to mine the purest gold.

If you are a Christian who thinks for yourself, who meditates, and experiences the thrill
of personal insights and revelations, you are likely at some time to have run into
problems with church authority. Personal revelation is not considered safe, though in fact
it is a normal experience for followers of the God who distinguishes himself from dumb
idols' by communicating with those who put their trust in him. The driving force of our
faith is the Holy Spirit, who was sent by the resurrected Christ to lead us into all truth.
Real truths have to be seen, not learned, and seeing is a spiritual rather than an
intellectual act. The promise of the Holy Spirit was not to officials of the church, but to
you and your children and as many as the Lord calls®. The Spirit is given to individual
believers. The gospel is Christ in you, not just Christ among you.

The obvious objection to encouraging people to seek individual revelation is that each of
us could go off at a tangent and upset the progress of spiritual growth of many others in
the church. Obviously we can make mistakes, but history shows that the influence of
people who took unexpected directions, which were also wrong directions, did not last
long and were quickly forgotten. Lasting damage usually came from the institutions and
dynasties that suppressed revelation. On the other hand, many individuals who moved
out of the established order into fruitful new directions are now remembered as heroes of
faith. Luther, Wesley, Francis of Assisi, Wycliffe and Paul of Tarsus were all
outstanding rebels of their time. They did not get everything right; but their persistence
in holding onto their personal revelations gave freedom, light and truth to many in their
time and to all ages since. We would be poorer today if they had kept quiet and toed the
official line of their day.

The fact that we cannot all be superstars in the revelation business does not diminish the
importance of this matter to each one of us as individuals. There will be no First Division
winners if the Second, Third and Fourth Divisions and all the local leagues fail to play
their part in the game. My prophetic gift may not be in the star class, but I am fulfilled if
I do what God puts in my heart. Each nation, each locality, each community, each

191 Corinthians 12.2
20 Acts 2.39

13
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individual needs light from heaven to guide the way through present, local trials towards
relevant goals.

The dangers of false prophecy are over-rated because prophecy is always subject to
check; and that check is most effective when all are prophets. Play a wrong note in a
room full of musicians and everyone will notice the error. Paul said that we may all
prophesy', and that each person can share his/her vision in turn so that others may judge.
We are capable of making good judgements because each of us has our own hot-line.
The veil of the holy place is down for us all, not just for an elevated elite, so we can each
assess the relevance of one another's revelations. We have only to disregard what does
not ring true. We do not have to condemn one another, but need rather to hold on to what
works. Prove all things and hold fast to that which is good®. Knowing what God is
saying is not logical, methodistic matter. We know because we know. God was not in
Elijah's earthquake, but in the still, small voice that followed®. Any unsettled sense in
my spirit tells me that what I am hearing is not for me, at least not at this time. If my
inner peace receives fresh wisdom, whether from a newspaper, a conversation, a scripture
text or any other source, then I hold onto it. It is good.

"Mystics" is a mediaeval name for people with prophetic insight. Ancient Israel called
them seers, Jews in later times called them prophets. We can call them what we like, and
each of us can be one by God's grace. These are exciting times and God has poured out
his spirit liberally, and beyond the narrow, doctrinal walls which some authorities would
like to preserve. Let each of us enjoy a continuing communion with the God who speaks
and seek the ultimate insight, which is called wisdom. There is more danger for the
church in suppressing the spirit than in allowing revelation to flower and bear fruit, even
if it challenges established concepts. This is a risk the church must take®*. If we can be
trusted to speak truthfully to our children, how much more can we trust our heavenly
Father to speak truthfully to us.

August 1990

*'1 Corinthians 14.29-32

** | Thessalonians 5.21

1 Kings 19.12

1 can no longer see any point in making this kind of appeal to "the Church", as if anyone would be able to
speak for the whole church. The risk in venturing into new areas is entirely personal. We bear
responsibility for our own actions and beliefs.

14
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Inspiration from “The
Guardian”

My friend, Alan Halden, provided the spur for my next step on this route. Alan was
responsible for discovering and circulating® an article headed “Untruths that aid the
mighty's rule over the humble”, which had been printed in The Guardian on Monday 29th
October 1990. John MacDonald Smith, the writer of the piece, was secretary of
Clergymen Against Nuclear Arms and his article aimed to show how the Bible had been
misused to support male hierarchy and patriarchal state violence. That it was a hard
hitting article is exemplified by the following quote:-

“The church does not fulfil its own brief because of its over-concentration on the written
words of a Bible put together by people with an axe to grind centuries ago, and also
because it pays too little attention to the initiating revelation.”

That article was the spur to my putting keyboard to computer screen again and generating
the next essay, marking another jump in the process of changing my mind-set.

% Circulating it, that is, around a group of like-minded friends who were supporting one another through
correspondence and shared discoveries.
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Confessions of a Reformed
BIBLiophile

I have read John MacDonald Smith's Guardian article about the Bible and agree with the
tenor of the piece, even if not with every point he makes. For me this is too important a
subject at the moment to let it pass with a mere one sentence comment™.... so here are
my thoughts.

The Bible has been a very important book in our culture, and certainly in the evangelical
faith in which I and most of my close friends have been raised. In my own experience |
could not precisely say when this book really began to assume prominence but, despite an
upbringing in a home that was not overtly "Christian", and despite my earliest religious
experiences having been in a church where traditions and ceremonies mattered more than
doctrines, my attachment to the scriptures started quite early. It is certain that I
committed myself to a fundamentalist view of the Bible during my teenage years and that
it thereafter held a central place in my thinking. The scriptures were very important to
me and, apart from memorising considerable portions, I had read all 66 books at least 15
times by my late twenties and many of them much more than that. There is no other book
that I have read more than twice’’. I became a Bible expert by most people's standards
and learned to develop doctrine, judge teaching and accept or reject viewpoints on the
basis of my knowledge of the canonical scriptures. Changing my view of the Bible, you
must therefore understand, has not been an easy experience for me.

My change of view actually started a long time ago and was rooted in my experience of
the "baptism of the Spirit". That introduction to my own prophetic gift enabled me to
bring the meaning of the phrase "word of God" more up-to-the-moment. I have been
saying for many years that the Bible is not the word of God, by which I mean that
revelation can only have relevance when it is reborn in my heart today. Words on the
page do not move people; they have to be burned into the soul by an inspiration of
understanding. But it is a big step from reaching that understanding to accepting a re-
classification of the Bible to equality with other books and to believing that it could
actually contain errors, personal opinions and biased views. Whilst that may be the

¢ The normal practise in the circle of friends around which the article was passed is to write brief
comments

and mail the article or letter on to the next person in the group.

#7 T could no longer say this as I have begun re-reading a number of treasured books. "Mister God this is
Anna" (see book list) has clocked up four or five readings and several other books are catching up.
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viewpoint of most people in our society, it is a deeply disturbing thought to an ex-
fundamentalist. Our cultural background affects the roots of our personality.

I have always been open to hear and to read critical views about the Bible, so perhaps
have been less rigid than some people of similar background. But my open-ness in this
connection probably resulted from my being so strongly persuaded of my own view that I
was always able to present defensive arguments to protect my basic beliefs. The
problem, as the Spirit probed deeper, was to know what were indeed my basic beliefs and
wherein they were rooted. Like many others facing doubts and questions I feared the
possible consequences of questioning the Bible; take away that book and what have we
got? Of course we have everything; as much as all those believers who lived before the
scriptures were written and all those who never had the chance to read them for
themselves, either because of their own illiteracy or because of political constraints. But
that is the view of hindsight. So long as I felt that the Bible was the source of my faith
then I was sure to worry about weakening its absolute authority. Discerning between
revelation through the Bible and revelation from the Bible makes a big difference to one's
feelings about it.

A book called “Jesus Before Christianity”*® helped me to begin sorting out these
questions in my mind. The exciting thing about that book, from the point of view of this
"confession", is that it helped me another stage forward on my journey towards getting
the Bible into perspective. Albert Nolan, the book's author, disputes and questions
considerable portions of the canonical gospel records, based on textual criticism, but uses
the undoubtedly authentic passages that are left to present a powerful, faith-provoking
image of Jesus. The Jesus he describes is not damaged by the removal of many well
known, but disputed, sayings, events and images, but is even more admirable than before.
Having so much comment within the narrative, and so many texts that veer towards
overstatement, the Jesus of the four gospels can sometimes seem inaccessible. He can
almost seem like God disguised as a human being. One can understand the popular
Roman Catholic view that the Father and the Son are so lofty and unreachable that we
need to turn to Mary for a listening ear. But the Jesus of the undisputed, fully
corroborated” texts is totally human, but so successfully human that he makes it all look
possible for us. Whilst he did not make an unambiguous claim to divinity, the solidness
of his humanity leads us to believe in his divinity and makes divinity accessible to you
and to me. From my perspective, if Jesus looks better from a criticised text, then I am
safe to stop defending the Bible and to let it fight for itself. Truth bursts through the
propaganda as soon as the propaganda is seen for what it is. Because the absolute truth
lies behind the Bible, rather than in a doctrine of biblical inerrancy, then I do not risk
losing the truth if I question what the Bible appears to say.

> See book list.

¥ Looking back now, I can see that this was an ambitious turn of phrase. The reality is that no text can be
fully corroborated. Some have much stronger evidential claims than others, but there is no means of
providing a watertight proof for the validity of any individual text. The collection of all the evidence,
including much that is not in the Bible, makes the broad sweep of the New Testament story believable; but
for proof use faith.
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Returning to the subject of ] M Smith's Guardian article, I do not doubt that the selection
of the New Testament canon was politically motivated, as he implies. I said as much in
one of my previous articles, but I do not believe that the New Testament writers
themselves were in on the plot. They never imagined that their writings would end up
being printed on gold edged paper, and they had no ambitions to become best-selling
authors. They wrote sincerely, but they wrote with a purpose in mind. They intended to
convey their beliefs and they would not have been ashamed of their bias. They were as
selective with their material as anyone would be who was trying to set out a case, but
they were not aiming to deceive. The same must have been true of many of the ancient
gospels and letters that did not get into the Bible. I am sure also that these men were
recipients of divine inspiration, but it was their ideas which were inspired, not their actual
words. They were also capable of adding thoughts, glosses and opinions of their own
and, where history was concerned, they were capable of misunderstanding their sources.
They were as human as we are, and the Spirit did not override their humanity any more
than he does in our lives today. But their humanity could not hide the truth that
motivated their words and actions. The truth shines through.

Because of my personal struggles I can readily understand the concern that many faithful
people have to see that the Bible's authority is upheld. Clearly the Bible has had times of
usefulness in counteracting evil (this sounds like an understatement!) and its
revolutionary potential has frequently led to its suppression. Those who have been
risking life and limb to take it to persecuted peoples®® cannot easily concur with a view
that diminishes its importance. Those who, like me, have centred their lives on the Bible
are also going to feel considerable anguish at the prospect of having their foundations
shaken. Changing the metaphor, we cannot easily shift our centre of gravity without
experiencing a fear of falling. The example of traditional liberals tends not to be
attractive. Their quotations from other sources are no adequate replacement for biblical
authority, and their presentation of a God who cannot perform wonders leaves us asking
who needs such a God. Whether the source of our enlightenment is in nature, in human
lives or in literature it is the sense of wonder that underlies all spiritual experience.

Another fear [ have had is the loss of authentification, since I have always learned to back
up my teachings by quoting from the Bible. Jesus did not rely on the scriptures to back up
his teachings. Obviously he did quote scripture, but an undeniably accurate’’ memory of
his teaching style, which all the gospel writers recorded, is that he taught with his own
authority and did not try to corroborate his words with cross references, as the scribes
always used to do. The scribes constantly appealed to Talmudic sources to back up the
points they were making; the prophets of the past were apt to validate their teachings with
a “thus saith the Lord”, but Jesus simply stated his truths and allowed the sheer
truthfulness of his teaching to shine through in its own defence. I have always had to

3% However, the orthodox church suppressed a large number of Gnostic writings and cruelly persecuted the
people who promoted and used those texts - and similar things have happened through subsequent ages.
Persecution for a belief does not in itself prove that the belief is valid. All sides could use the persecution
argument.

3! "undeniably accurate" because the oddness of the statement has the ring of eyewitness memory about it.
Jesus did not fit the mould of the traditional Jewish teacher and the peculiarities of his teaching style left an
indelible impression on his hearers.
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lean on heavy textual backing for the things I have taught, and in that way I share the
normal style of the evangelicals among whom I grew up in the faith. Speaking
prophetically to a new age needs to be done with authority and, if the message is to be
broader and more inclusive then a reliance on Bible authority is far too restrictive. We
are now learning from extra-biblical sources, non-canonical texts, mystics, unexpected
revelations arising from personal experiences and trials, but our sources do not
authenticate the truth for our hearers. The authority that validates the truth is simply that
it is the truth. I hope I'll learn to feel safe with that alone.

December 1990
Updated 2003
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Blame God or Blame the
Bible?

George Tarleton is a knowledgeable and enthusiastic seeker after truth who is not afraid
to explore difficult and challenging questions. Early in 1993 he circulated an article in
order to stimulate responses and comments and to draw attention to possible implications
of some of the bible stories. In particular, he was concerned about the contrast between
the God we see as represented by Jesus of Nazareth and the god of the Old Testament. [
had to respond, not because I have any fears about George's love for the Lord or his
earnestness in continuing to seek the truth, but because his "insights" (which was part of
the title of his article) genuinely stirred my thinking.

Christians have to face a problem about the bible record of God and it is not honest to
hide from that problem behind glib, dogmatic statements of faith. The god of the Bible,
and especially of the Old Testament, is often portrayed as a character who would not be
respected if he were human. Characteristics like quick temper, vengefulness,
capriciousness, jealousy and insecurity are not the traits we look for when choosing our
friends. Our friends would also not keep our respect if they required us to constantly
keep complimenting them. What kind of god does the Bible portray?

The questions we are presented with are...

was the god of the Old Testament a different (inferior) god from the one who Jesus called
“Father”? or was the Old Testament speaking about the same god but putting across
views of him that reflected their own culture and understanding but can be misleading if
taken as eternal, unchanging truths? Could those bible images of God be mistaken?

George's article expanded on the old Gnostic® view, which answered, "yes" to the first
question. My response emphasised the second alternative.

32 See Footnote 2 within the article "Comments on George Tarleton's Insights"
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Comments on George
Tarleton's Insights

After receiving George's article I spent an enjoyable evening with him discussing the
ideas he covered in his "insights" and all kinds of other subjects. How refreshing to be
able to hold different views but feel no pressure to convert one another! It no longer
matters what our doctrine is, even on subjects that we might have once thought it
impossible to be flexible about ... like the nature of God himself. After all, how can any
of us really know what God is really like when none of us is big enough to know more
than a tiny bit about him?

George has made some very important points, and I do like his parachute simile for an
open mind®. I do not agree with the verdict George draws from the evidence he reviews,
but I am open to change my mind as I learn more. However, I approach the subject as a
monotheist and have no leaning towards the Gnostic "demiurge"** explanation of the
world and its paradoxes. I can see the problem of pain and suffering which lies behind the
wish to attribute a flawed creation to a flawed deity. For me, however, the world does not
seem to be basically bad with some good bits added, but basically good with some
spoiled bits running through it. My view is conventional Judeo/Christian in this regard ...
God made it good, but it was corrupted by another.

However, I do not wish to pursue that issue in these notes, but rather to concentrate on the
biblical issue that fills the major part of George's article. There is undoubtedly a problem
with the Old Testament and its harsh cruelties. George suggests that the problem is the
god of the Jews, but I see the problem as having been the Jews of the god. They seem to
have seen some of the truth, because the god of the Old Testament is not all fire from
heaven and destruction for the gentiles; but the Jews were very mixed up in their view,
which was also influenced by ideas from the tribes who surrounded them. I do not believe
there was another god involved; and I am confirmed in my view by the attitude that
seems to have characterised Jesus' approach to the problem. He seems to have been

33 George's article included the advice, "a mind is like a parachute ... it is most useful when it is open". This
lovely illustration serves as a useful reminder to avoid becoming fixed and immovable in any viewpoint but
to walk through life with open eyes and listening ears, always ready to learn.

3* Some (but not all) Gnostics believed that creation was the work of an inferior deity who they referred to
by the Greek name Demiourgos (Anpiovpyoc) The word simply means "Maker" and is used in the New
Testament, for example, in Hebrews 11.10. Their belief was an answer to the intractable problem of evil in
the world and held that the true God, ruler of the universe, would not have soiled his hands with the
creation of matter and, if he had, would have made a better job of it! My simplified summary of Gnostic
belief should not be used as the basis for mocking such a view. The problems of pain, chance disasters,
unfairness and the apparent triumph of evil are serious ones and it is arrogant to dismiss them lightly. Most
books on the subject of human pain and suffering are coldly theoretical and offer scant comfort to those
who know real pain. At least the Gnostics took the problem seriously.
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correcting their view of God, rather than telling them to give up their god in favour of a
different one. This comment, of course, depends on my acceptance of the traditional New
Testament canon and its reporting of Jesus' sayings. However, they are the only sources |
really know, and I find sufficient agreement between those books to believe that Jesus
was consistent in his teaching on this issue. There is one God, but he was not properly
understood.

The Old Testament writers got it wrong. They did not understand the phenomena they
observed and made clumsy attempts to explain them within the context of the age they
lived in. This is not a remarkable thought, since every historian knows that history
teaches us as much about the writer and his age as about the subject of the writing.
George refers to the book of Job, which may be total fiction, oral tradition based on
history, or an accurately reported series of events. I prefer the middle option, but do not
see that this blackens the name or character of the god behind the story. What it does tell
us is the theology of the writer of the book; if a 20th century Westerner told the same
story it would be told differently, but this author believed his view was accurate and saw
nothing wrong about it in the context of his culture. What he conveyed centrally was that
suffering can have deeper meanings which go far beyond blame for any individual, have
nothing to do with guilt, but enable true righteousness to be seen uncorrupted by the
bribery of reward. The theology still makes sense, though we would write the parable
differently to convey the same message today.

An alternative Old Testament view of God is given in the story of Elijah. I refer to the
story of Elijah's vision of God following the famous Mount Carmel competition with the
prophets of Baal. The more famous drama gives a view of God as a vengeful deity”", but
the following tale is of a different kind of God®. Elijah went into the hills and
experienced an earthquake followed by a storm. He seems to have been expecting them
and perhaps he was given a premonition of them. When someone forewarns us of
earthquakes and storms these days we do not call our informers gods, but scientists; they
do not cause the events, but they read the signs. The point was that God was not in the
storm or the earthquake, but in the "still, small voice". Elijah had a glimpse of the gentle
God that his religion kept hidden behind a mask of nationalism and prejudice. It was not
God that was bad; it was their view of him that was wrong. Perhaps it was the same
confusion that Abram had when he believed God would accept human sacrifice, namely
Isaac’’, but came away with his son alive and rejoicing and with a promise of hope and
security.

I would not rip up the Old Testament or throw it away, not because I regard it as sacred,
but because it provides a useful view of other people's experience and their beliefs arising
from that experience. I would take equal care of many other books, histories,
commentaries and viewpoints that helped me frame my personal view of the world. The

3> See 1 Kings 18.40 where the story ends with the massacre of rival priests.

%% See 1 Kings 19.9-13.

37 See Genesis chapter 22 and notice that Abraham acts as if it were a perfectly normal thing for a god to
ask for human sacrifice. Nineteenth century missionaries sneered at and condemned such beliefs when they
found them in newly discovered tribal religions but happily taught the story of Abraham and Isaac to their
Sunday School classes!
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Bible does present some special problems because of the veneration it is given by so
many people, but that is their problem, not mine®®. The issue, for those who are able to
"take it or leave it" is similar to the problem faced by many people in the early church
over the question of eating meat that might have previously been offered to idols. If I do
not believe in the idol then I needn't worry about the meat; it all goes down the same way
once I've chewed it a bit! The Old Testament does me no harm unless I believe it to have
some special power of its own apart from the Spirit of God. But that leads on to another
thought....

Why target the Old Testament for special attack? If we want to warn those around us of
danger to their spiritual and emotional health, we would be better to warn them of the
greater danger. For most people in our society, including most people who call
themselves Christian, the Old Testament has little relevance. Theoretically, they might
argue fiercely about its inerrancy and relevance; practically, they ignore it. The New
Testament is the more dangerous book if we consider the effect it has on present day
religious groups. New Testament, rather than Mosaic, "law" has been used to divide
friend from friend and impose immoral pressure on gullible believers. Ask anyone who
has been excommunicated™ from the charismatic/evangelical movements what texts were
quoted to justify the mental cruelty exacted on them ... I predict that the majority will
refer to New Testament references.

I do not think there is really anything to be gained by destroying, hiding or suppressing
any of these books whether Old or New Testament, Apocrypha or any other religious
writings, even though they can and have been used to hurt people. Once a weapon has
been invented it is impossible to un-invent it. The sword should not be destroyed, but
turned into a useful cutting instrument. The problem is not in the tool or weapon but in
the person who uses it with hatred. Take away the weapon and the evil man will find an
alternative means of attack. Change the heart of the evil man and the weapons stock will
become irrelevant. If we look for grace, for mercy and for love in the scriptures we will
find them. If we look for rules, for penalties and for damnation we will find them too.
The difference is in our heart and it is the actions that spring from a heart of love that will
speak strongest of all to a disturbed world. Once we thought that the world ought to read
the Bible to resolve its problems, but it is our lives that are really being read.

George's marvellous conclusion is that we are "free to explore new areas without a sense
of guilt". I have not felt that guilt for many years, which is perhaps why I do not feel the
need to attack the Bible with any great emotion. There are many views about the world
and I search among them to test my own model of reality and to update it. I am
increasingly impressed by the personality of Jesus and his remarkable insights into

¥ As I have gathered these essays together and taken the time to look back over my life and my changing
views, I can see how much I have been a bible worshipper in the past. It is spiritually refreshing now to put
matters back into perspective with God as God and the Bible as a collection of valuable, but not holy or
divine writings.

3% Many of the "new churches", which now form a part of the conservative majority in evangelicalism, went
through a phase in the mid 1970's when emphatic teaching on "discipleship" led to large numbers of painful
excommunications. It is a period people prefer to forget and it repeated errors that had been made in many
previous generations. It also demonstrated what happens when bible texts are used as laws and given
priority over love and mercy.
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human and divine nature, so I take his view of life more and more as the basis for my
own view. Love is everything. Mercy, forgiveness, fairness, honesty, calmness,
cheerfulness and moderation characterise the nature that is capable of leading towards a
desirable world for mankind to share. Jesus never wrote a book but he lived in a way that
forced people to see the god they had been concealing behind their foolish religious
misconceptions. Rather than attack the misconceptions I want to live the life. If Jesus'
example is anything to judge by, this will prove more damaging to the opposition, and
give more healing to the needy.

March 1993
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A Giant Leap of Doubt

The next step in my mind-changing journey was crucial and difficult. It was so significant
that I could not express it in my familiar form of a considered essay; for such a profound
change of heart I could only express the questions in rhetorical and poetic form.

I do not write many poems and this was not great poetry; but it was a great leap of
understanding. At last I acknowledged that the Bible could be wrong. Previously I had
skirted round the idea with euphemisms, but now the point had really struck the target. I
admitted that the scripture writers could simply have got things wrong. In my heart, I had
probably understood that for a long time, which, I suppose, was why I had found the
Bible so inaccessible during the period when I was denying my thoughts. Once I had
acknowledged it to myself [ was able to search the scriptures with a new enthusiasm and
to re-visit studies I had rejected many years previously. I began researching the origins
of the bible texts... Who wrote the books and what were their sources? What were their
circumstances and influences? What were they aiming to put across with their stories?
How much can we learn from them about mankind, as well as about God? The books
mean so much more when we can see the writers as real people rather than granite saints.

The poem's title "Growing Up" could be referring to me, in that I had come of age in my
thinking about the Bible. Or it could refer to God in that, if the Bible were taken literally,
he would be seen to have evolved from a brutal, jealous, vindictive national deity into a
wise and merciful universal God. It could also refer to the community of faith (the
church), which adapts, but oh-so-slowly, to accept the decay of its once-immutable
doctrines.

The poem leaves these questions open....
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Growing Up

You must've been very wild in your youth
Setting the gang rules
Heading a guerrilla force.

You never stood for slights or insults
Striking down enemies
Sticking up for your buddies.

Don't you get embarrassed when you reflect on the past?
Over reacting
Playing up the violence...

Killing those kids was a bit over the top
When they'd only joked
About Elisha's bald head.

Rubbing out Ananias was going a bit far
When all he'd done wrong
Was to economise with the truth.

All-in-all, you've been a bit rough...
Burying Korah and Dathan...
Incinerating Abihu and Nadab.

Were you really a partisan terrorist?
Or is this a problem
Of biased historians?

Personally, I know you in a different light...
God of mercy and grace
God of humanity and love.

Were you really so wild in your youth?
Or did the reporters
Mis-write the story?

May 1993
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Transatlantic Rescue

Mike Spillane, who lives in Florida, is a frequent correspondent of my friend, Maurice
Smith. He read a book about the damage fundamentalism has done to the Bible and sent
a photocopied chapter in a letter to Maurice. The excerpt was passed round our small
writing circle and stirred interest and comment, not least from me. One of my sons, who
also lives in the USA, was due to pass through England on his way to the Continent soon
after I saw the chapter, and I commissioned him to get me a copy of the book so I could
read it for myself. After the breakthrough in my thinking, which resulted in the
"Growing Up" poem, the timing was perfect.

The following article is in the form of a book review and was circulated among the same
friends who had seen the photocopied excerpt of Bishop Spong's book™. I was critical of
the book, as the review shows, but it opened my thinking yet more and enabled me to set
into a new phase of study and enjoyment.

For me, the Bible was rescued...

40 See Book List.
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Thoughts on Spong

After seeing a circulated excerpt from "Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism"*' I

managed to get hold of a copy of the book and felt that my recorded thoughts might
interest others. I did not agree with all the author's arguments, but am glad I read the book
anyway; why should I, a nonconformist among nonconformists, agree totally with a
bishop?

Thirty plus years ago, when [ was studying Religious Knowledge in the misguided hope
of moving on to Bible College, I first came across the field of "higher criticism". That is
the kind of theological study that considers how the scriptures originally came together
("lower criticism" compares preserved text copies to deduce what the original text must
have said). At the time I rejected all suggestions that the Bible could be anything less than
the literal Word of God (note the capitals), inspired by the Almighty right down to the
actual words. I haven't believed that for years but when I abandon old ideas I tend to cling
onto their wreckage until I find a safer footing, even though I know that the wreckage is
useless. Bishop Spong's book has put the final nail in the coffin of my terminally ill, but
not till now properly buried, fundamentalism.

Fundamentalism tries to honour and protect the scriptures by upholding their accuracy,
truthfulness and literal inspiration. To maintain this position it also has to preserve
traditions about the original authorship of individual books, and that is what the higher
critics' studies shot down. Bishop Spong points out that fundamentalism does disservice
to the Bible by destroying any shred of credibility it might have with normal people. If
the Bible has to be 100% right to be authoritative, then its power can be destroyed by
disqualifying a single text. Ten national newspapers can disagree about details of the
daily news but, if they show general agreement, we accept their story. If we allow that the
scriptures are a collection of diversely opinioned stories and anthologies then we give
them a durable authority. They were the genuine convictions of their authors, affected by
their sectarian environment and the age they lived in, but valuable as signposts to the
development of theology against the background of diverse human experience. Let
people pick and choose what to believe and they'll sort out a truth they feel safe with; tell
them it's all or nothing and they'll reject the lot.

Bishop Spong wanders into some strange by-ways during the course of his book, for
instance, spending two chapters on his argument that Paul was homosexually inclined.

1 See book list

28



downloaded from http://www.writersite.co.uk

Spong's arguments are well reasoned and, who knows? he could be right. But this is an
example of a weakness that reduces the book's value. Underlying Spong's reasoning is his
need to explain what to him is an incomprehensible fierceness in Paul's invective against
the law. Personally, I can find enough reason for the strength of Paul's language in the
law/grace issue itself. Spong cannot, and this suggests that he lacks personal experience
of the psychological effects of evangelical legalism. A similar problem appears when the
good bishop deals with miracles and prophetic texts. It is fair and reasonable to question
individual stories of unusual phenomena, but for people who believe that they have
witnessed the miraculous, it is not acceptable to dismiss the possibility of miracle. The
same applies to those who have spoken prophetically or those who have experienced
remarkable "coincidences" following prayer. Bible stories cannot be disproved by baldly
declaring that miracles don't happen.

This lack of appreciation of evangelical dynamics, pressures and motivations lessens the
usefulness of the book to the people who probably need it the most. Evangelical
fundamentalists are not all hidebound bigots, but they are all subject to fear. Nicodemus
came to Jesus by night because of his fear, and the people I'd like to see released from
legalism and bible worship are just as frightened and concealed. This is not a book I
could give them to read. Spong's message is good, relevant and well intentioned, but the
style is more suited to the intellectually converted. However, although "Rescuing..."
reopened an old line of enquiry for me, it didn't satisfy me, and it left me needing to
search other books for more detail. There are plenty of books to fill that gap. We need a
book with Spong's objectives and message, but written by someone who can relate to the

background and fears of honest evangelicals*”.

The Bible does need rescuing, because it is too valuable to be thrown away. Paul argued
that the Law had some value because of what it teaches about sin and, in the same way, |
would uphold the usefulness of the Bible as we know it because of what it teaches us
about the development of faith. The scriptures contain the views of wise people who had
thought deeply about subjects that concern today's seekers after God. We can reject the
authors' foreign and outdated cultures but still appreciate their attempts to interpret their
experience. The whole collection of biblical works, and many of the individual books,
was edited together from a variety of sources over several hundred years. Some books
were woven together from original texts that took conflicting views of God and history
(like the judgemental god of the "P" texts in the Pentateuch, compared with the merciful
divinity of the "E" texts)*. Their patchwork of views and experiences tells us more about

men and, through that, gives us more evidence to help form our own understanding of
God.

So, if you are engaged in the search for truth, I would recommend Spong's book for your
reading but do not recommend it for passing on to your evangelical friends.

2 This comment was the root reason for putting together this collection of essays. I tried to write the book I
felt was needed, then realised that I had already written most of it in the essays of the previous few years
with all the weakness and rawness of a developing faith already exposed. Why dress it up?

# For interesting reading on the subject of OT authorship and particularly the books of the Pentateuch and
the subsequent histories I recommend "Who Wrote the Bible?" by Richard Elliot Friedman. See book list.
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From the Cutting Room Floor

The next article in this collection was originally penned as one chapter of a longer book I
had tried to write. I wanted to convey the sense of release I had experienced by taking
my doubts seriously and examining my beliefs honestly, and titles like "Dare to Doubt"
were running through my mind. The book was not flowing well and I realised that it was
not going to work, but still wanted to tell the story. Then I realised that my message was
already contained in articles I had been writing over the previous few years. "Stumbling
Over Scripture" was recovered from the aborted book while the remaining chapters were
quietly laid to rest. It repeated some arguments from the earlier essays but seemed at the
time to be a fitting summary and conclusion for this collection.

After releasing the first edition of SOS in 1994 my thinking did not remain cast in the
mould but continued to develop. I hope that I will always be ready to learn, to grow and
to change, so that more of the ways and the richness of God will become clear to me. But
I hope that the mystery of what I still do not know will always excite my wonder.

“Stumbling Over Scripture” had been intended as the final article of this book but, even
in 1994, I could not leave it there and added my “Letter to Tyndale”. The 2001 edition,
of which this is an update, includes yet another addition, though Tyndale retains the place
of honour at the end of the book. The following article still adequately sums up the
course of my transition from fundamentalism to a more cautious reverence but the
additional chapter updates my thinking based on the past seven-year’s experience. I once
revered the Bible so much that it got in the way of God. My process of re-evaluation,
which this book traces, was long and painful and involved the disposal of a much-loved
baby with the soiled bathwater of my fundamentalism. The baby has come back. The
precious book is open to me again, not as something to research and criticise, but as a
source for learning and revelation.

My disparagements about my own fundamentalism should not be taken as a criticism of
everyone who believes the scriptures. Jesus did not condemn people for following the
Law and the Prophets. But he did not spare those who used their legalism and religious
accuracy as a weapon of control to lord it over other people. Let faith be humble and
doubt be honest. My less-rigid acceptance of the record of revelation we see in the books
of the Bible has enhanced my appreciation of the God who always revealed himself, and
does so today.

September 2001
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Stumbling Over Scripture

When believers begin to entertain honest doubts or difficult questions, the most
controversial area for them to question is the Bible. You may argue against all kinds of
beliefs and authorities within the church and, providing you give a chapter-and-verse
justification for your views, you have a chance of being heard. Question the Bible,
however, and you will face opposition based on deep fears and will be labelled liberal or
unbelieving so that your views can be discounted. Particularly for people who come from
an evangelical background, any slight questions and doubts tend to be suppressed to
avoid the conflict that is foreseen. So the writings of earnest men of God in old times
have become a stumbling block to people of today in their equally earnest searchings
after spiritual truth.

Debates about the Bible easily become polarised into arguments between extremes. The
two sides of the debate declare that either the book is verbally inspired, totally reliable
and completely sacrosanct or it is a human production, of suspect authenticity and a
subject for critical scrutiny. If you have small areas of doubt you may be tempted to hide
them to avoid being caught in the crossfire. The arguments can also become very
technical and filled with impressive, but probably unhelpful, jargon. We don't have to
live at either of the extremes because this is a matter of life, not law. Law is always
concerned with black or white, right or wrong, in or out; and it draws a very fine line
between what is acceptable and what is "illegal". But life accommodates enormous
variety whilst still being fully alive. I can understand how the views have become
polarised as the result of religious wars, political connections with particular
interpretations, and the relation of doctrine to admittance into fellowship for so many
Christian groups and sects. If you risk losing face, or friends or if in extreme cases, you
put your very life at risk by voicing uncertainties, then you are likely to shout your
orthodoxy in a voice loud enough (you hope) to persuade even yourself. People have
tried that in every generation but, in their hearts, they knew they were deceiving
themselves.

I used to be a vigorous defender of the literal truth of every word of the Bible and was
well versed in arguments against many of the popular criticisms. My reasoning was as
thorough as it was enthusiastic and it kept my own doubts at bay for many years.
Eventually the old questions re-emerged, however, and I rediscovered the mystery that
makes living with God such an entrancing adventure. Mystery so easily becomes lost in
the rational certainties of literalist arguments, which reduce the words of ancient prophets
and historians to a lifeless pseudo-science. Re-opening those writings with questions in
my mind I began to see the writers as men with lives like my own. They were not holy
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robots, incapable of independent thought or sinful deed and, of course, they never
claimed in their writings that they were so. The problem was that my desire for hard-
edged certainty had blinded me to the evidence that was laid out before me. The people
who wrote the scriptures were not encumbered with the dogma that clouded the views of
reverential commentators from later times. They were not afraid to cross reference their
works to books, like the book of Jashar** that would subsequently be lost. They did not
see any problem with titling their songs with the suggestion that they should be sung to
tunes® that would soon be forgotten. They wrote for their own time with immediate
objectives in mind and the reason for the survival of their works is that they touched such
chords with the people of their time that they preserved them and passed them on.

A statement like the last paragraph, though it might upset quite a few literalists, does not
contradict the idea of divine inspiration but merely the all-or-nothing application of that
concept. Literalists are usually careful not to claim that God audibly dictated the words
of the scriptures, but they maintain that he determined the actual words by some more
subtle form of revelation to the writers. If that were the case then it would lose its value
as soon as the language changed its meaning (as living languages do continuously) and as
soon as any text was translated into another language. The concept of verbal inspiration
is not only unconvincing, but also irrelevant. For it to be a worthwhile idea there would
have to be fresh verbal inspiration for each new language and each new age (which
nobody sets forth as a serious doctrine). But there are other ways to look at inspiration.
A passage such as the famous "love chapter"*° in the first letter to the Corinthians would
be classed as an inspired piece of writing even in the colloquial sense of that term,
although the same could not be said of the request for the return of Paul's books or the
coat he left behind on one of his visits*’. God did not need to give Paul the words to
recover his absent-minded losses! Nor is it necessary for writers to have been inspired to
provide accurate geographical details about familiar regions they were describing. We
may presume that the writers had basic intelligence. Writers had their own thoughts, a
variety of sources and their own personal style, but they may have been putting into
words the ideas which had come to them by divine revelation.

Literalism implies that all the evidence is known, so that by accepting the Bible on the
basis of a doctrine of biblical infallibility, we will arrive at the whole truth. If that were
true there would not be so many opposing denominations all claiming to have scriptural
authority. Bigots solve that problem by working from an assumption that their view is
the right one and everyone else's scriptural "proof” is mistaken. It is unlikely that anyone
who takes that attitude will have continued reading far enough to see this sentence!
Mature believers develop a disgust for textual dogfights and recognise that truth has a
sounder foundation than a chapter-and-verse reference. Close adherence to bible texts
enables you to prove that God is petty and insecure and keeps changing his mind, even to
the point of questioning his own wisdom in creating mankind*®. The God who I love and
serve is neither jealous nor vindictive, neither does he play cruel games with the destiny

* Joshua 10.13

 See the title of Psalm 22 ("To the tune of 'The Doe of the Morning')
% 1 Corinthians chapter 13

72 Timothy 4.13

* See Genesis 6.6
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of individuals, as some texts appear to suggest'. The Bible provides wonderful
testimony to the developing understanding of the nature of God and man that, because it
was developing, could change and revise and re-define and replace itself. Contradictions
and differences of emphasis are normal, understandable and even valuable within such a
framework. If, on the other hand, we are required to believe that the Bible is accurate,
consistent and divinely dictated then it falls over at the discovery of the most minor
inconsistencies and the most trivial inaccuracies. Literalism destroys what it seeks to
protect.

We need to stretch our thinking and try to put aside the confusion of hindsight. When
Christians read any part of the Bible they already know the rest of the story and tend to
view what they are reading in the light of later texts. But the people who had yet-to-be-
canonised books of the Bible would see matters in a different light. They did not read
with the thought "Ah, this will all be fulfilled in Matthew's gospel!" Nor did they expect
later books to change, displace or redefine the beliefs they gleaned from the books in
front of them. Looking from our perspective, they only had part of the story but, as they
saw it, their religion was complete in itself. The circle of that completeness had to be
broken in order to add the next part of mankind's developing understanding (or
revelation) of God. Blood sacrifice was thought essential in Old Testament religion but
the New Testament declares, "the blood of bulls and goats can never take away sins""; to
say that this is not a contradiction is to play games with words. To say that revelation (or
understanding of God) is complete and final is to ignore the precedents in the Bible itself.
People have questioned whether creation was the work of the God above all, or a flawed
effort by an incompetent minor deity. A literal interpretation of this text could support
that view. You may consider that to be a good argument against literalism!

The doctrine of biblical infallibility post-dates the writing of the books of scripture. The
authors did not write with a sense of the dogma that would later surround their writings.
They simply wrote what they believed, or the opinions that they wanted other people to
accept. The Bible, as a complete concept set on its pedestal of unique authority, did not
exist in their minds. To take the Bible at face value is to see the books as the writers
wrote them. Imposing a doctrine of infallibility upon it is to make it inaccessible and
incomprehensible to the ordinary mind.

I have heard it said that our three choices of authority for our beliefs are the church, the
scriptures themselves or our own opinion. In reality, we have only one because, whether
we look for guidance to holy scriptures or holy church we eventually have to make a
personal decision about what or whom we commit ourselves to. No one else has
responsibility for my beliefs and my commitment. I listen and learn, then continue to
listen and learn more, but the decision whether to believe or to reject or to reserve
judgement on what I hear is always my own responsibility.

* See the first two chapters of Job. Whoever wrote the book of Job was trying to answer the questions of
human suffering that still vex many people today. I think it was a valuable contribution to spiritual
thinking, but do not believe that it proves God enters into sordid deals with Satan over the fortunes of
innocent people. Such a view may not have seemed strange to people who lived under despotic rule but it
is not an acceptable concept to modern thinking.

>0 Hebrews 10.4
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Discarding a literalist viewpoint was not an easy step for me, having committed so much
to a charismatic/evangelical way of thinking, and I turned a number of mental
somersaults in the attempt to justify my changing position. The most obvious examples
of apparent contradictions in the scriptures are countered by well-rehearsed evangelical
answers; and I used most of them. Then, as I began to recognise the cracks I had been
papering over, I struggled with the more worrying defences of the literalist position ...
like the suggestion that Jesus endorsed that view by his frequent use of the Old Testament
in his teaching. I like to be sure of the evidence for my view before committing myself,
so I made my own study of Jesus' use of the Hebrew scriptures and was surprised by the
rarity of his quotations. In the 3,777 verses of the four gospels Jesus makes reference to
39 Old Testament texts (only 29 of which he actually quoted) and these came from just
17 of the 39 Old Testament books. Even then, he did not generally use the quotations to
support his own teachings, but quoted in order to counter the ancient law with new
teachings of his own or to expose the Jewish leaders' disbelief in their own source books.
Jesus did not need to quote scripture to support the wisdom of his teachings. As several
of the gospels record, "he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes".

The books of the Bible are neither unique nor miraculous. Some supposedly sacred
books have been regarded as unique and were said to have been found in mysterious
circumstances and in strange locations that, significantly, could not later be identified.
Such claims deserve the derision they receive. The books that came to form the Bible
were human creations among many similar histories, letters, ethical writings and religious
records, which do not and cannot, agree in all details. However, there is a measure of
agreement that, because it is agreement among so many diverse witnesses, is much
stronger testimony than would be a single, uncorroborated book. To quote from a New
Testament book for which we do not even know the author, "... Since we are surrounded
by g}lch a great cloud of witnesses ... let us run with perseverance the race marked out for
us"”.

Like other respected ancient works, the Bible can guide us relevantly and powerfully if
we use it with wisdom. If we worship it, however, it will lead us astray like any false
god. Many Christians, and especially the 20th century novelty we call Christian
fundamentalists, have lost sight of God behind the screen of the Bible. Like the legalists
of Jesus' time they prefer religious precision to human kindness, mercy and love. I prefer
to honour the men who wrote the books of the Bible by serving their God rather than by
venerating their writings.

May 1994

S Hebrews 12.1
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How should we use the
Bible?

I admit to using a cheap preachers’ trick. The crucial word in that title is “should”, which
recalls a damaging presumption many evangelicals make about Bible reading. In a
prayer meeting many years ago™> I found myself fervently confessing, “I have been an
evangelical of the evangelicals!” T realised how similar my legalistic faith had become
to the slavish religion of the Pharisees of old. Like them, we sometimes turn the delights
of the gospel of grace into legal burdens, which diminish the joy of faith. The Bible
contains a record of the most significant stages in the development of our faith, including
stories of our Saviour’s life. It is natural for those who love him to want to know more
about him; but there is more than one way to learn. When we impose rules and
expectations about bible reading as a daily routine we turn delight into duty. It is as if we
were to tell a child “you MUST eat your ice cream”. Worse than that, it is like telling
that child that its ice cream eating must be done before breakfast in a quiet room in a
spirit of reverence and without talking to anyone else. Some treat!

I read the Bible frequently, but not from a sense of obligation. It is a source of
enlightenment that brings me new understanding each time I read through the book. My
habit is to read consecutively and I have lost count of how many times its stories, poems,
histories and teachings have passed under my eyes. It doesn’t matter; nor does it matter
that other Christians read it less often; or that they use different reading systems; or that
they are less thoroughly engaged by the text. I love reading and consume books by the
dozen, so it is natural that my spirituality is expressed in reading. Many people exceed
me in praying, in practical acts of love and mercy and in ventures of faith. Their lives are
not templates to judge my life against, nor are my habits a standard for them to live by.

The right reason to read the Bible is because we want to. If we fit bible reading into a
scheme of law we abuse its message and act as if Jesus never died for us. Our new life in
Christ is a product of grace and, if we reintroduce law, we will have missed God’s point.
“But what if people stop reading the Bible?” someone may ask. That is none of your
business. Who made you a judge of other people’s spirituality? And will you condemn
those who don’t have books, or can’t read, or simply don’t like reading? Is enthusiastic
literacy a prerequisite of holiness?

52 This event took place around 1969
3 The comment is a reference to Acts 23.6, as sometimes misquoted (“a Pharisee of the Pharisees™)
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Feedback I received since the first edition of SOS confirmed how great a stumbling block
the Bible can be for many people. This problem is not the fault of the book, nor of the
many authors whose writings it contains. The writers made their sincere contributions
without knowing how they would be brought together and used in future ages. The book
is neutral - a product of the printing press that cannot be held responsible for the way
some people use it. When legalists and ‘do-gooders’ misuse the Bible it is they who must
bear responsibility. Scripture is not meant to be a stumbling block, but a resting place, a
support and an anchor.

I will yield, momentarily, to the ‘should’ in my title... The Bible should be used in love.
It is appropriate to use the words of the Bible to bring comfort, encouragement, warning
or instruction; but make sure that the motive is love rather than a lust for ‘souls’ to fill our
meetings and membership lists. The one “new commandment™* that Jesus set before us
is “that you love one another as I have loved you.”>

August 2001
Revised 2003

5% 1 John 2.8-10
> John 15.12
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Monumental Change

The final article had already been written, as I thought™, and this book was almost
complete. Then one evening I decided to go for a walk. Tyndale’s monument stands at a
viewpoint on the western end of the Cotswolds overlooking the Severn estuary. It is a
beautiful spot. I had seen the obelisk there from a distance, I knew who it
commemorated and I decided to make it the goal for my walk.

Tyndale was a brave scholar who was condemned to death for no greater crime than
translating the Bible. What a sick comment that is on the church of his day, which
brought about his judicial murder. I have admired him for years, but it is quite some time
since I had cause to remember him. Seeing his memorial brought back what I had learnt
about him and gave me an idea for one more piece for this collection of essays. Like
hosts of people through the ages, Tyndale stood up for the right to ask difficult questions
and to find different answers than he was expected to by the authorities of his day. By
seeking the truth he risked being called a heretic.

The walk was enjoyable - sunny evening, lovely views, stiff climb through fresh smelling
woodlands - and then the monument. It is impressive, though not attractive, but it set me
thinking. When I got back to my hotel I sat and wrote my "Letter to Tyndale" ...’

% This 2001 edition contains an additional chapter, not included in the book published in 1995; but the
Letter to Tyndale still retains pride of place as the fitting conclusion to SOS.

>7 Inow live in the area and often see Tyndale’s monument from the M5 motorway or the surrounding
country roads. But my appreciation of his contribution is undiminished by these prosaic reminders.
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Letter to Tyndale

Dear William,

I was up by your monument this evening. I don't think you'd like it, by the way ...
There's a bit of Victorian over-the-top-ness about it, and I always had the impression that
you were the self-effacing type. Anyway, [ wanted to see it and there's a marvellous view
from that hill. You lived in a nice part of the world and it must have hurt to find yourself
banished to the flatlands of Belgium.

Did you hear what happened here in England after they killed you? You remember how
you prayed, "open the king of England's eyes"? Well, that fat tyrant, Henry, actually let
the Reformation into the country. I don't think you'd approve of his reasons, but it
happened, and it wouldn't have happened if you hadn't done all that work on translating
the Bible. You did a pretty good job I must say, because a lot of your words and phrases
still get quoted today (over 450 years later).

The real reason I wanted to write to you is because seeing your monument set me
thinking about what you did. You were never a terrorist, and you never attacked or
threatened anyone; you were just a serious minded, hard working scholar. But you
believed in what you were doing and got killed for it. Was it worth it? Is that what you
expected when you started asking questions about the faith you'd been brought up in?
You were a priest at first, but when you translated the Bible into common English you
undermined all the power that used to go with priesthood. I admire your bravery, even if
you didn't know you were risking your life. You needed to be brave just to ask yourself
the questions, and it must have been hard to face up to the disintegration of your own
original faith system. It is much easier just to accept what you're told than to set out on a
personal search for truth.

I think you should know that you started a trend, which went much further than you
would have expected. Once people understood the Bible they started to look into it much
closer and, after a while, they began to ask more questions. For a while the Bible reigned
as the supreme authority and that led to more persecution much as you had to face.
Eventually people started to ask questions again.

I am a scholar in a small way myself, though I don't have your skills and qualifications.
It's just that I am interested in the Bible and I like to study - and I don't mind looking into
controversial issues. I couldn't do it if it hadn't been for people like you; but, unlike you,
I don't believe the Bible implicitly. The more I studied the more I questioned the
accuracy of the precise text; but at the same time I became more convinced of the reality
of the God behind it all. Don't despair of me yet! After all, when you searched for the
truth you moved a long way from where you'd started out, as a simple, obedient priest. |
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started out as a fundamentalist but moved on to discover new mysteries in God. I had to
ask questions, just as you did. The we-have-all-the-answers brigade were using bible
authority just as ruthlessly as men used Church authority in your day, and you understand
what damage those attitudes can do.

Just a final thought before I sign off ... You paid a high price for your efforts, and please
don't ask me whether I would do the same; but, since I don't believe what you believed,

do I think your sacrifice was worth it?

Yes I do; and thank you.

August 1994
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SOS Book List

(The following books are recommended as further
reading. Many of them are menttoned in the text of SOS)
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"Rescuing the Bible From "Revelations of Divine Love"  "The Book of Margery Kempe
Fundamentalism" by John Shelby by Julian of Norwich. " edited by Lynn Staley
Spong

"The Five Gospels" by Robert "The Gnostic Gospels" by "Jesus Before Christianity" by
Funk & Roy Hoover Elaine Pagels Albert Nolan
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