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S

ince I started taking any interest, my relation to the Bible has changed several times.  Once it was a collection of stories that I wanted to believe were true (at least many of them), mainly be-cause believing them made the world more interesting.  Then it be-came simply a collection of ancient texts, useful to cite when per-suading others who could not yet perceive the stronger, extra-biblical grounds for my position.  That was my Jeffersonian period.


Then the Bible became a powerful text that changed the very terms with which I engaged the world.  That was healthier, but it didn’t last very long.  The community I had begun to trust most at the time persuaded me that only inerrantist evangelicals had the resources to engage the power of that text.  Apologetic defenses of “proposi-tional revelation” replaced engagement with a word beyond anyone’s control.


Fortunately, my inerrantist phase didn’t last very long either.  In seminary, I finally learned not to be defensive toward even the most skeptical biblical scholarship, but I found most biblical scholars unwilling to wrestle with the fundamental theological questions that animated me the most.  One of those questions was how to avoid making scriptural authority subservient to specialists, without deni-grating the crucial contributions that specialists make.


This sounded more like a question of theological method, so during my doctoral studies I concentrated on the more general ques-tion of how responsible theological reflection happens in practical contexts.  I tried to sketch an approach that would honor the distinc-tive concerns of revisionists, post-liberals, and liberationists while also honoring the immediate need all people have to make practical sense of their lives in the widest imaginable setting.  To some extent, I think I succeeded.


Occasionally (mostly in course lectures), I have tried to ad-dress what role scripture played in that theological approach.  I have found – and continue to find – the approach of Luke Timothy Johnson especially helpful.
  And in the past six years, I have returned re-peatedly to key insights in Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana.
  In the meantime, I have cast my lot with a Christian community that in-sists on framing all theological and practical questions in terms of liturgy – not liturgy as the private possession of a cultural elite, but more as “altar-centered social concern,” to use the motto that once stood over the entrance to my parish church.


I have found myself wanting to address the summonses and questions that animate me most, not just from the position of a pro-fessor in the classroom but from engagement with a much more en-compassing practice (or “happening”): participating in the shape of a fully embodied life, offered, blessed, broken, and delivered to enliven every other life.
  That rhythm, the “shape of the liturgy,” if you will, points to God’s purpose in creation and redemption, and our purpose, too.  And it’s why we need sacramental acts and words both inside and outside our community’s formative boundaries.


What happens to our understanding of the role of scripture in forming Christian communities, if with Rowan Williams we see every theological and practical question stemming from “our ‘dramatic’ be-ing caught up into the paschal parable, brought to nothing and brought to life”?
  Perhaps then we would have to reframe any the-ology, biblical or otherwise, in terms of “discerning the body.”
  Whatever Paul had in mind with that phrase (though apparently Paul’s mind doesn’t matter as much as Christ’s – according to Paul himself), I will simply wager that with the benefit of hindsight we can take this to mean the “transcorporeal,” “displaced” Body of Christ
 – the risen Jesus, God’s very Wisdom,
 fully embodied in testimonies, broken bread, the faith community, and the world as all of these par-ticipate in the rhythm of offering, blessing, breaking, and delivering.  Theology is a matter of discerning how such embodiments communi-cate the Wisdom of God coming to a place where she already was,
 making herself not just our home but our way home.


This, of course, makes a great launching pad for another ex-cursion into radical orthodoxy and other theologies of post-mod-ernity.
  That is where I am wont to go.  But in this essay, I want to keep turning back to scripture and the role it plays – or should play – in such excursions.  How can I, as a theologian and participant in liturgy, benefit from more frequent engagement with scripture?  And how can I benefit from this in such a way as to benefit others?  How do I accord proper respect to the work of scholars who devote far more professional time to the study of scripture than I ever will?  How do I accord a like respect to lay readers who may often be better at discerning the body than any of us trained specialists?  And what about the readings of lay and professional “outsiders”?  How, in light of the respect those others deserve, do I get away with what may appear to be a fast and loose reading like the one I’ve just offered of 1 Cor 11:29?  I will not attempt to answer these questions syste-matically, but I find resources for addressing these and similar ques-tions in recent works by A. K. M. Adam and Stephen E. Fowl.

Dethroning Historical Criticism?


Adam questions the widespread assumption that New Testa-ment theology must be “founded on warrants derived from historical-critical reasoning.”
  This assumption is at least arguably based on a cluster of traits that comprise “modernity,”
 and once those assump-tions are convincingly called into question, “historical-critical reason-ing” loses its claim to exclusive primacy.
  Instead, Adam would pre-fer to “think of the New Testament as a variety of family trades, handed down from generation to generation of the disciples of Jesus, rather than as the esoteric academic province of licensed historical practitioners.”

Some among those disciples will want to seek out his-torical foundations and original meanings; some others will listen more attentively to interpreters whose warrants are the evidence their lives provide. My own sympathies are especially with the latter . . .”


Yet Adam repeatedly insists that he does not want to supplant the modern approach with a new and improved one.  That would be a typically modern move.
  On the other hand, he finds modernity’s very “drive to surpass” to be “self-consuming”
 in a way that his more flexible approach would not be, which of course makes his approach look suspiciously like an improvement after all.  One of his critics, Dan O. Via, sees this as a telling flaw.
  Is it?


I am not entirely sure.  Adam may simply concede that ten-sions (or “aporias”) are unavoidable.  They do not necessarily indicate that a position is untenable, only that it cannot realistically claim un-contestable supremacy.  Modernity’s aporias render it chronically contestable, not untenable, and the same could be said of Adam’s preferred approach.


My own suggestion has been that not all claims to “im-provement” need be viewed as self-consumingly modern.  There is nothing especially modern in saying that living peacefully with peaceful differences is better than living violently with them – and not just better for certain limited purposes, but better for anything we could conceive as a purpose.
  And I for one am prepared to regard Adam’s “variety of family trades” as an improvement over the Wredestrasse of some biblical theologians, and better for practically any imaginable purpose.  That is not a claim to be able to forsake my own eccentrically broken, embodied standpoint.
  I suspect that the former, “aporetic” reading is closer to “what Adam meant,” while the latter, “improved” reading (improved, that is, by my lights) is closer to the sense I wish to make of him.


Does dethroning modernity mean that historical criteria bec-omes merely optional?  Adam claims that relying on them is a social and institutional necessity for some, but not a methodological or theo-logical necessity.
  Via objects that such reliance is required, though not by modernity but by the New Testament claims about the nature of revelation.
  Much depends here on what we mean by “historical,” “critical,” or “relying.”


I suggest that New Testament claims about past events are more elusive than the claims historians can yield, at least as the aca-demic field of history is currently legitimated.
  Christian and Jewish claims are “anamnestic” about the living, active, “transcorporeal” presence of the past (arising as both do from their own respective paschal parables).  I suspect this means that practicing Christians and Jews can’t help wondering how narrated events might “look” if they had been among the first narrators.  And learning to wonder about this as responsibly as possible is, I believe, a crucial, indispensable prac-tice for cultivating our respective, somewhat shared faiths.


In a richly suggestive essay, Rowan Williams describes this practice in terms of a “diachronic reading,” which rests upon an anologia durationis: “the interpretive confidence that this text can be followed on my terms as a reader,” which in turn “assumes continuity between the time(s) of the text and what we recognize as movement and production in our own lives.”
  Such a diachronic reading re-flects not modernity, but a pre-modern concern for the primacy of the sensus litteralis, the sometimes conflictual, dramatic, performative, and eschatological sense that comes to the fore in “the common disci-pline above all of reading Scripture in the public, sacramental worship of the Church.”


Discerning the body – participating in the shape of a fully em-bodied life – thus seems closely linked to an anamnestic or diachronic reading.
  A diachronic reading is certainly not the same as an “his-torical-critical” reading.  But that does not make historical criticism irrelevant.  For a “truthful” reading will still include some sort of con-versational relationship with people we take to be as honest and in-formed as is currently possible, including those with no known in-vestment in our faith community’s claims.


All of that makes the voices of professional historians wel-come, and to some extent highly desirable, and in that sense I may want to make their contribution more of a theological necessity than Adam seems to make of them.  But I would still insist, with Adam (and Williams), that historians and historical criteria are not the prin-cipal or final arbiters of the “truth claims” of scripture, even though claims about the presence of the past do seem to imply some sort of analogia durationis.  Of course, I would not claim such authority for professional theologians either, or for a local community discerning with utter disregard for others’ discernments.  Authority seems in-stead to depend mostly on how readers live in relations with other readers.

Practical Wisdom and Charitable Interpreters


Discerning authoritative voices in relation with other readers is, of course, another way of invoking practical wisdom or phronesis.  And Stephen E. Fowl offers just such a phronetic approach in his Engaging Scripture.
  For Christians, he argues, “biblical interpreta-tion will be the occasion of a complex interaction between the biblical text and the varieties of theological, moral, material, political, and ecclesial concerns that are part of the day-to-day lives of Christians struggling to live faithfully before God in the contexts in which they find themselves.”
  That means that any account of interpretation will be “underdetermined,” at most a “low-grade theory” rather than a “full-blown theory.”


The obvious problem such underdetermination presents is that Christians can easily invoke scripture to underwrite “sinful practices.”  Resisting such an outcome, however, depends not on a full-blown theory of interpretation but on the cultivation of certain vigilant prac-tices – single-minded devotion to God, confession, forgiveness, re-pentance, and reconciliation – that make readers able and ready to identify themselves as sinners.
  Only this will “enable them to hear and respond attentively to critical voices from wherever they might come.”


These practices are themselves aspects of growing into deeper communion with God and others, which in turn yields growth in the chief virtue of charity.
  Growth in charity certainly means growth in the double love of God and neighbor.  But in this context, it also means growth as a charitable interpreter.  A charitable interpreter recognizes interpretive differences and refuses to ignore them, but also refuses to reduce them “to single solutions which only the irra-tional or perverse will refuse to accept.”
  A differing interpretation may indeed be judged mistaken, irrational, or even perverse, but the charitable interpreter “minimizes” such options, at least initially, and instead “presumes that those who differ hold their differing views for good reasons and tries to display what those reasons are or were.”
  This is not to downplay one’s own interpretation, because that very practice of accounting sympathetically for others’ views only makes one’s own interpretation more viable.


The virtue of charitable interpretation seems to lie behind Fowl’s later and similarly fruitful accounts of discerning the work of the Spirit in the lives of others, cultivating friendships with those who differ, attending to the character of those who offer “counter-conven-tional” interpretations, practicing word-care, and drawing on the work of professional scholars.  Indeed, I would tie them all together by sug-gesting that charitable interpretation requires the interpreter to remain especially open to any who seem to be practicing charitable inter-pretation (or simply charity) in other contexts.


That certainly helps me make sense of why (though I disagree with many of the conclusions of the Jesus Seminar)
 I find myself more open and friendly toward Marcus Borg than Robert Funk.  Borg seems to be practicing charitable interpretation; Funk does not.
  I will never know what either of them knows about ancient literature or the current scholarship in their field.  But Fowl helps me articulate why I don’t have to know all that to open myself more to some than others.  Those who account sympathetically for others’ views always deserve more of a hearing than those who do not.  In Adam’s terms, scholars like these are also interpreters whose warrants are the evi-dence their lives provide.

De Doctrina Christiana: A Charitable Interpretation


Adam and Fowl both provide reasons for taking Augustine’s pre-modern manual of interpretation as a guide for present-day inter-preters.  This is not to say that one has to become a critic of moder-nity in order to appreciate Augustine’s approach.  But when charitable interpretation becomes a crucial factor in choosing conversation part-ners, the classical interpreter who made all interpretation serve “the reign of charity”
 springs almost immediately to mind.


To some extent this involves a play on words, for Augustine is best known for using scripture to promote charity, not charity to guide interpretation.
  But for Augustine, the two are connected.  Practices aimed at charity (for example, Augustine’s own practices!) call especially for charitable interpretation.

Careful attention is therefore to be paid to what is proper to places, times, and persons lest we condemn the shameful too hastily . . . Men of good hope may profitably see both that the customs which they disdain may have a good use and that the customs which they themselves embrace may be damnable, if charity moves the first and cupidity accompanies the second.

Likewise, interpretations of scripture, if moved by charity, earn a charitable reading from Augustine even when he thinks them mis-taken, while those which fall short of charity are flawed.
  And he considers multiple interpretations of the same passage to be a sign of God’s generosity and abundance, so long as they accord with scrip-ture’s teaching elsewhere
 (that teaching being always “nothing but charity”).


This may seem to give interpreters considerable license and open the door to all kinds of rationalization.  But for Augustine, “charity” is much more than vaguely wishing others well.  It refers to “the motion of the soul toward the enjoyment of God for his own sake, and the enjoyment of one’s self and one’s neighbor for the sake of God.”
  And where interpreting scripture is involved, that motion of the soul passes through a series of stages, from “the fear of the Lord” to “wisdom,” opening any love of the world toward the love of God, for whose sake alone the world may be rightly loved.  This, one might say, is Augustine’s version of what Fowl calls the vigilance that keeps one’s eye single-mindedly focused on God.

Participating in the Shape of a Fully Embodied Life?


Augustine may thus offer as viable an approach for “discern-ing the body” as any present-day guides.  One obstacle remains, how-ever.  There are plenty of passages in Augustine’s work that suggest a flight from embodiment, not a fully embodied participation.
  This is a principle concern of James K. A. Smith, a somewhat Arminian, charismatic Augustinian who is now officially listed among the radically orthodox.
  Smith describes how, in the Confessions, Augustine seems to regard temporality, including the “successive-ness” of language, as a sign of fallenness.
  “What is most lacking in Augustine’s account of time and language is an affirmation of the primordial goodness of embodied human existence.”


But Smith, in another example of charitable interpretation, critiques Augustine in his own terms, countering Augustine’s views of temporality with his own more fundamental affirmation about the goodness of creation, and even the goodness of matter and the body.
  And in De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine approvingly cites “the apostle’s” definitive judgment in Eph 5:29, “where he says, For no-body has ever hated his own flesh . . . but he nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church.”
  Still, he also winds up saying that we enjoy God only with our souls, not our bodies.
  Bodies are among the means for souls’ enjoyment of God and of one another in God.  On account of that enjoyment, bodies should be loved and delighted in, but only in a transitory or “casual” manner.


Of course, Augustine’s distinctions between use and enjoy-ment, and between the way home and home itself, are not as cleanly drawn as they may appear.  After all, if Wisdom, who is our home, “also made herself for us into the way home,”
 then it seems we are bound after all to enjoy – not just use – the one who is both our home and our way home.  There must be, in other words, a communication idomatum, an “interpermeation” between use (or casual love) and enjoyment.


Interpermeation, however, is not the same as confusion.  And Rowan Williams observes that enjoyment of the world and its em-bodiments is idolatrous if by doing so we fail to appreciate that the world has its own value precisely in its restlessness, its ability to “mean what it is not.”

The incarnation manifests the essential quality of the world itself as a “sign” or trace of its maker. It instructs us once and for all that we have our identity within the shifting, mobile realm of representation, non-finality, growing and learning, because it reveals what the spiritual eye ought to perceive generally – that the whole creation is uttered and “meant” by God, and therefore has no meaning in itself. If we do not understand this, we seek for or invent finalities within the created order, ways of blocking off the pro-cesses of learning and desiring. Only when, by the grace of Christ, we know that we live entirely in a world of signs are we set free for the restlessness that is our destiny as ra-tional creatures.


Yet it is the cross in particular, as the pivot of incarnation, which best displays both the distance and union between God and creation.  The crucified’s emptiness of meaning and power frees us from any urge toward improper and unrealistic enjoyment.  “We can do nothing but ‘use’ this (if we relate to it at all) – that is, we can only allow it to detach us from self-sufficient satisfaction.”
  We can thus understand Augustine’s approach in terms of “discerning the body” only by recognizing a particular kind of body as fully embodied – a soma pneumatikon, a “transcorporeal,” displaced body offered, blessed, broken, and delivered to enliven every other body.

Conclusion: What Happened to the Bible?


I’m afraid much of the last section suggests that what I like most about Augustine’s approach to biblical interpretation is the way it leads me so quickly away from the Bible to all kinds of theological abstraction.  I know myself too well to rest easy with too quick an answer.  But if Augustine is right, then the Bible is honored in its full authority only when we use it as a collection of signs pointing beyond themselves, not to abstractions, theological or otherwise, but to the fullest embodiments imaginable, embodiments that communicate the Wisdom of God coming to a place where she already was, making herself not just our home but our way home.  That may not “work” for everybody.  But it works for me, and one sign that it may be fruit-ful approach is that it is precisely such a vision, in all its peculiarity, that makes me attentive to what the Bible says, especially when it is read in assemblies of faithful, vigilant, and charitable listeners.

Addendum: Preaching the Approach


Not long after composing an early draft of this article, the lectionary gave me an opportunity to preach on the very same subject.  The following sermon was delivered at The Episcopal Church of All Saints, Indianapolis, Indiana, on 18 May 2003.

Do You Understand What You Are Reading?

Acts 8:26-40


We Episcopalians get accused of not paying much attention to the Bible.  In lots of other churches, people show up with their Bibles in hand, but if we show up with a book in hand it’s usually a Prayer-book, or a Prayerbook/Hymnal.  It may look like a Bible on the out-side, but on the inside it’s a bit different.  It’s more like a mixture of scripture, tradition, and reason – that good old Anglican three-legged stool – and it’s all tied together by prayer.  Parts of it are very biblical, and of course it has all the Psalms, but it’s definitely not the Bible.  So we get accused of not being very biblical.


That’s not quite fair.  We actually hear more scripture read every Sunday than most of these so-called Bible-believing churches.  And we don’t just listen to the parts that fit our pet theologies.  We follow lectionaries.  We have a three-year list of Sunday readings for the Eucharist, and we have a two-year list for the Daily Office that takes us through almost the entire Bible.  In other words, if you use the Prayerbook the way it’s designed to be used, some day you’ll know most of the Bible practically by heart.


Of course, when you read that much of it, you’ll soon dis-cover that the Bible is full of lots of confusing stuff.  Our faith re-volves around stories and readings like the ones we heard today – they’re all about loving God and our neighbors and even strangers.  But let’s face it – a great deal of the Bible doesn’t sound like that.  Sometimes God looks petty and vindictive.  Lots of times you find something that feels like a door slammed in your face.


When I was a teenager, my parents gave me J. B. Phillips’s translation of the New Testament.  They thought it would be easier to read.  And of course, it was easier to read, but that didn’t make it easi-er to understand.  I started off with Matthew’s gospel and got to the Beatitudes – beautiful stuff.  Then suddenly I came to sayings like, “If your right eye leads you astray pluck it out and throw it away . . . If your right hand leads you astray cut it off and throw it away.”  If you didn’t, Jesus warned, your whole body might be “thrown onto the rubbish heap.”  Now remember, I was a teenager.  I was pretty sure my eyes and hands were leading me astray every day, though we won’t go into specifics.  So what was I supposed to do with that say-ing?  Well, I didn’t do anything with it.  Instead, I stopped reading Matthew and started fretting about the rubbish heap.  I had thought that reading the Bible would draw me closer to God, but now it seemed to be pushing me away.


It’s a common story.  Over the years, I’ve heard countless people tell their own versions.  They open the Bible hoping for en-couragement, and instead they wind up feeling shut out.  So they give up.  And there’s a reason why that happens so often.  We’ve grown up in a culture that tells us that we have to strike out on our own to find truth.  And that goes double when it comes to faith.  We’ve ab-sorbed this idea that faith isn’t the real thing if it’s been shaped by people around us.  We’ve been encouraged to expect scripture to speak most clearly when we’re off by ourselves – just me, God, and my Bible.


But the Bible was never meant to be read all by itself.  It was meant to be read first and foremost in the gathered, worshipping com-munity.  When the early church argued over which books to include in the Bible – and which to leave out – they were arguing over what to have read aloud when they came together for worship.  Practically the only people who read and studied scripture off by themselves were the people the whole community selected to help them meet the mystery of God’s love in even the most daunting passages.  As Saint Augustine put it, all scripture points us to the love of the One who is simply to be enjoyed and the love of others who can share that enjoy-ment with us.
  Reading scripture was just one part of a celebration of God’s welcoming, all-inclusive love.


Of course, reading the Bible in community only works if the community can be as welcoming as God is, especially welcoming to strangers and outcasts.  And I don’t think I have to convince you that the Church as a whole has hardly ever been that welcoming.  It’s a human institution, and even though we don’t know how to live to-gether without producing institutions, we shouldn’t pretend that their leaders won’t often get obsessed with control.  But then a community that’s too controlling might as well be no community at all.  So it’s no wonder that people rebelled and started striking out on their own.  They may not have been any worse off.


Now I’m telling you all this to help us look again at the story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch.  This is a story about welcoming people who seem really peculiar, people who aren’t sure whether they can belong to the community.  It’s also a story about reading scrip-ture.  And they’re both really the same story.  You can’t read scripture faithfully apart from life in a community.  And it can’t be just any community.  It has to be a community that welcomes strangers – strangers not just because you don’t know them but because they’re really strange people.


To Philip, eunuchs would count as really strange people.  A eunuch, you probably know, is somebody with a couple of body parts missing.  In the eyes of his culture, he wasn’t female, but he wasn’t quite male, either.  His sexuality made him a puzzle at best, and for some people he was a downright abomination.  Sound familiar?  There’s a passage in Deuteronomy that suggests that people like him should not even “be admitted to the assembly of the Lord” (Dt 23:1).


But the Ethiopian decided not to listen to that.  He likes the Book of Isaiah, especially this part:

Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, “The Lord will surely separate me from his people”; and do not let the eunuch say, “I am just a dry tree.” For thus says the Lord: “to the eunuchs who . . . hold fast my covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an ever-lasting name that shall not be cut off” (Is 56:3-5).


Instead of letting an isolated passage drive him away, he’s ac-tually become a devoted convert to Judaism.  He’s made a long and difficult pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and he had his Bible with him.  He’s definitely got courage.  But he’s also a bit confused.  After all, in Jerusalem they read Deuteronomy just as much as Isaiah.  So he has to wonder: are eunuchs welcome or not?  Maybe, but who’s to say?  He reads some more of Isaiah’s words: “In his humiliation justice was denied him . . . his life was taken away from the earth.”  And he won-ders again – could those words be about him?


Then Philip shows up.  He sees this official from a foreign court, and maybe he’s politically savvy enough to know that the guy must be a eunuch.  He probably hasn’t talked with a eunuch before.  He’s heard about the eunuch community and all their campy, self-in-dulgent ways, and maybe he can be tolerant as long as he doesn’t have to be around them.  But now here’s one sitting in a chariot right in front of him.  That’s when the Spirit speaks up, most annoyingly, and says, “Go over to that chariot and join it.”  The Spirit makes Philip deal with his “eunuch-phobia.”


When he gets close enough he’s startled to see that this guy has a Bible, and he’s reading it.  Who would have thought it?  A Bible-believing eunuch!  At least they’ve got something to talk about.  So he runs up and asks the Ethiopian, “Do you understand what you’re reading?”


Philip may not have noticed, but he’s not looking his best right now.  He’s a refugee himself, driven out of Jerusalem by, of all people, the future Saint Paul, who still thinks Christians are a menace to society.  Philip’s been on the road for a while, so it’s a little ama-zing that a court official would have invited the likes of him into his very own chariot.  The Spirit must be working overtime to bring this unlikely pair together.


But it turns out that Philip is asking just the right questions at just the right time.  The Ethiopian practically throws up his hands and says, “How can I understand this stuff unless somebody guides me?”  So Philip joins him in the chariot and together they look at Isaiah’s words about suffering and humiliation and injustice.  The Ethiopian identifies with these words, and maybe Philip does, too.  So it’s only natural for the Ethiopian to ask, “Who fits these words – Isaiah or somebody else? And are they hopeful words or words of dejection?”


Philip answers with “the good news about Jesus.”  Now he sees Isaiah and the whole Bible in a new light: Isaiah’s words are about a God who knows what it’s like to be shut out.  When Israel was taken captive, God suffered captivity with them.  When Jesus met rejection and death, so did God.  When Philip and his friends were driven out of Jerusalem, so was God.  And whenever the Ethiopian felt shut out, God was there, shut out with him.  Who fits these words?  Anybody who’s known rejection, even or especially God.  Are they hopeful words?  Well, now they are.


The Ethiopian never would have figured this out all by him-self.  He needed Philip’s help.  On the other hand, without the Ethio-pian, I’m not sure Philip would ever have realized how far God’s love extends.  Now it’s Philip’s turn to get some guidance.


The Ethiopian says, “If that’s what this passage means, why shouldn’t I belong to God’s people as much as you do? What’s to keep me from being baptized right now?”  And that’s when Philip’s eunuch-phobia crumbles completely, and there’s an impromptu bap-tism in the middle of the wilderness.


That’s how the Bible is supposed to work.  It works only when its readers use it to build a community that welcomes strangers.  It doesn’t work when powerful people use it to keep all the power to themselves, and it doesn’t work when people get fed up with power games and try to go it completely alone.  It only works when we let it form us into a community of welcome.


And that tells us where our time and energy should focus.  We are indeed called by God to be a biblical people.  Why, we’re even called by the Prayerbook to be a biblical people.  Good thing they both agree!  But that only means that we’re called to be a welcoming people – a people that lives and breathes its Holy Scrip-ture, to be sure, but just as much a people that invites even the most suspicious looking characters to find themselves named and com-missioned by these holiest of writings.


We do quite a bit of that around here.  That’s one reason this parish will always be home for me – maybe even more than the parish of my childhood.  But let’s pay attention to how we’re surrounded by more opportunities for welcome than we usually realize.  I’m not talk-ing about collaring people and dragging them to church.  It may just be a passing conversation with someone you’ve just met.  Some-body’s perplexed about what their faith is asking of them, and that may be a chance for you to mention the times you’ve been just as per-plexed, and how you found a community where perplexity was wel-come.  Who’s to say which of you might learn more from that ex-change?


We’re told today that this is where the Holy Spirit brings people to new life.


What could be more worth our time?


Amen.
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