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Abstract

M any C h r is tia n s w o r ldw id e a re cu rren tly red isco ve r in g th e p ow er o f S c r ip tu re fo r

th e ir p ra c tica l liv e s . T h e e ssa y a rg u e s th a t th e tra n s fo rm a tiv e p o ten tia l o f th e se

w r itin g s (th e ir co n tin u in g au th o r ity a n d re le va n ce in ch ang in g tim es a nd

c ircum sta n ce s ) lie s in th e ir a b ility to d isc lo se a n a lte rn a tiv e m o ra l w o r ld , a

ra d ica lly n ew p ersp ec tiv e o n rea lity , a n ew w ay o f liv in g in th e w o r ld . T hough

em bedd ed w ith in p a tr ia rch a l va lu e sy s tem s , th e in ten d ed rh e to r ica l fu n c tio n s o f

th e se d o cum en ts im p ly m a jo r sh ifts in th e o r ien ta tio n (v is io n o f h um an ity ) a n d

la n guag e o f th e ir rea d e rs . H ow is th is a ccom p lish ed ? W ith th e co n tin u a l re fe ren ce

to th e m e ta pho r ica l 'w o r ld ' o f th e Ju da eo -C h r is tia n s to ry , th ey em pha s ise co lle c tiv e

m em o ry a s a m a jo r recyc lin g s tra teg y tow a rd th e d eve lo pm en t o f th e fa ith

com m un itie s ' m o ra l id en tity a n d e th o s , w ith h ea lin g and w ho len e ss a s m a jo r

su b s ta n ce o f th e ir p re sen t a n d fu tu re h op e . T h ro ugh litu rg y , w h e re th e v is io n o f

G od 's p re sen ce in th e w o r ld is fo rm ed and nu r tu red (v ia th e p e rsu a s iv e s tra teg ie s o f

id en tifica tio n , a lien a tio n and reo r ien ta tio n ) , S c r ip tu re co n tin u e s to in v ite

co n tem po ra ry C h r is tia n b e lie v e rs to re -im ag in e and red e fin e th e ir id en tity , a n d (to

fa ith fu lly ch oo se ) to g row tow a rd th e fu ll b o d y o f C h r is t - i.e . b eyo nd a ll lim ited

and s te reo typ ica l v iew s o f h um an ity . In a co -o p e ra tiv e sh a red w o rk , S p ir it, te x ts

a n d rea d e rs th u s en gag e in a tra n s fo rm in g p ro ce ss ( l1 z ise lto n ) .

1. Introduction

The task of herm eneutical appropriation requires an integrative act of im agination

(W )henever w e appeal to the authority of the (B ible), w e are ... p lacing our community 's

life im aginatively w ithin the world articulated by the texts.

- (H ays 1990:45-46)

Through the ages Christian believers read, in terpreted , preached and appropriated the B ible

in a great variety of w ays ... w ith a view - at least until the Enlightenm ent - to understanding

th e ir e ve ryd a y liv e s . They were not so much interested in the B ible itself, or in what w e today

know as the a cad em ic , th eo re tica l o r in te lle c tu a l study of the B ible, but in the B ible as ca non ,

as norm - a guiding lamp, a light for their path . W ithout appropriating the docum ents of the

B ible to their everyday needs and challenges, suffering, fears and hopes, the reading process

would for m any sim ply be incomplete and pointless. Calvin 's fam ous m etaphor that Christians

perceive life, in terpret history , nature, the world around them through the glasses of the B ible '

aptly describes this process. A pair of glasses is only functional in so far as it helps a person to

see th ro ugh it. L ikew ise, for m ost Christians the B ible is on ly useful in so far as it helps them

to live co ram D eo . This is its im plied rhetorical effect

S ince the Enlightenm ent, however, the B ible w as approached differently , by m eans of

different sets of questions. Paradoxically , people often becam e more interested in this

collection of ancient docum ents as an ob je c t fo r s tu d y - as distinguished and separated from
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u n d e rs ta n d in g life by means of it. T h e q u e s tio n s b e in g a sk ed o f th e B ib le w e re in c re a s in g ly o f

a sc ie n tif ic , th eo re tic a l, 'o b je c tiv e ' n a tu re , in s te ad o f b e in g p e rso n a l, e x is te n tia l, a n d re la te d to

th e ev e ry d ay life s itu a tio n s o f its re ad e rs .

A t th e m om en t - b ro ad ly sp e ak in g s in c e W o rld W a r I - C h ris tia n ity is g o in g th ro u g h a

p h a se d u rin g w h ich m an y b e lie v e rs w o rldw id e a re re d isc o v e r in g th e ( tra n s )fo rm a tiv e p o te n tia l

o f th e B ib le fo r th e ir p ra c tic a l liv e s . I b e lie v e th a t th e p re sen t c um u la tiv e d eb a te re g a rd in g th e

u se o f th e B ib le in C h ris tia n e th o s an d e th ic s n e ed s to b e ap p re c ia te d w ith in th is c o n te x t.
l
T h is

d eb a te fo rm s p a r t o f a m u ch b ro ad e r d isc u ss io n am on g s t lite ra ry c r itic s o n 'th e e th ic s o f

in te rp re ta tio n ' (c f F io re n z a 1 9 8 8 ; Sm it 1 9 9 0 a , 1 9 9 0 b , 1 9 9 1 a ; B o th a I 9 9 4 a , I 9 9 4 b ) , w h ich

req u ire s th a t p eo p le ta k e re sp o n s ib ility fo r th e ir a c ts o f re ad in g - b o th w ith re g a rd to th e n a tu re

o f th e lite ra tu re in v o lv ed and th e so c io -h is to r ic a l c o n te x t w ith in w h ich it is b e in g re ad . A n

'e th ic s o f biblical in te rp re ta tio n ' is th u s co n c e rn ed w ith th e m u ltid im en s io n a l, re la tio n a l n a tu re

o f th e B ib le (re p re sen tin g a w id e v a r ie ty o f w itn e s se s o f a liv in g re la tio n sh ip b e tw een th e

liv in g G od an d h is to r ic a l h um an b e in g s in th e ev e ry d ay re a lity o f th e ir liv e s - c f B o th a

1 9 9 4 a :3 7 -3 8 ) and i ts a p p ro p r ia tio n in te rm s o f th e ex p e r ie n c e s an d n e ed s o f co n tem po ra ry

re ad e rs llis te n e rs .
2

C h ris tia n s w ho fin d m ean in g fo r th e ir liv e s th ro u g h th e B ib le , e x p lic itly ap p e a l to , o r

im p lic itly p re su p p o se th e co n tin u in g authority o f th e se w ritin g s w h en u s in g th em to ex p la in

an d ju s tify th e ir m o ra l a rg um en ts an d b eh av io u r . T h e q u e s tio n is n o t whether th e b ib lic a l

w ritin g s a re au th o r ita tiv e fo r C h ris tia n s , b u t how th is a u th o r ity h a s to b e d e f in ed . a n d h ow its

c o n tin u in g re le v an c e in ch an g in g tim e s an d c irc um s tan c e s h a s to b e u n d e rs to o d . T h a t th is is b y

n o m ean s an e a sy o r s tra ig h tfo rw a rd is su e . sp e ak s from th e w id e v a r ie ty o f w ay s in w h ich th e

B ib le h a s b e en in te rp re te d an d ap p ro p r ia te d d u rin g th e co u rse o f h is to ry ? T h e com p lex ity o f

'F o r m a jo r co n tr ib u tio n s to th is d eb a te se e , am on g o th e rs , O g le tre e 1 9 8 3 ; V e rh ey 1 9 8 4 ; C u rra n & M cC onn ick

1 9 8 4 ; B irc h & R asm lls se n 1 9 8 9 ; F ow l & Jo n e s 1 9 9 1 ; Sm it 1 9 9 2 , 1 9 9 4 b . 1 9 9 5 ; S p o h n 1 9 9 5 . F o r v a r io u s re a so n s

it is im p o rta n t to d is tin g u ish b e tw een C h ris tia n ethics a s a c r itic a l. s c ie n tif ic d isc ip lin e (m a in ly d e a lin g w ith

p ro c e sse s o f d e c is io n -m ak in g o n m o ra l is su e s ) . a n d C h ris tia n ethos (m o ra lity ) a s 'th e h ab itu a l c h a ra c te r a n d

d isp o s itio n o f a g ro u p ... h ow p eo p le b eh av e th em se lv e s . w h a t th ey th in k an d b e lie v e , lik e an d d is lik e , w h a t th ey

h o p e an d fe a r . w h a t th ey reg a rd a s sh am e fu l o r a s p ra isew o rth y ... in sh o r t, th e fa c to rs in f lu en c in g ( th e ir ) 'm o ra l

w o rld " (Sm it 1 9 9 Ib :5 2 ; 1 9 9 2 :3 0 3 -3 1 7 ; B irc h & R asm u ssen 1 9 8 9 :3 9 ) . M eek s (1 9 9 3 :4 ) d e sc r ib e s th e la n e r a s 'a

p e rv a s iv e an d , o f te n , o n ly p a r tly co n sc io u s se t o f v a lu e - la d en d isp o s itio n s , in c lin a tio n s , a tti tu d e s , a n d h ab its '. I t is

o f g re a t s ig n if ic a n c e fo r th e p re sen t to p ic th a t ethos is th e m o re com p reh en s iv e an d so c ia lly in f lu en tia l fa c to r .

E th ic s se ld om in f lu en c e s e th o s , w h e re a s e th o s o f te n d e te n n in e s e th ic s (Sm it 1991 b ) . H en c e th e p a r tic u la r o rd e r in

th e title o f th is e s say .

2 'T o d e sc r ib e th e re ad in g p ro c e ss a s p a r tic u la r ly ethical, b a s ic a lly re fe rs to th e w id e ran g e o f choices re ad e rs h av e

to m ak e : W h a t is th e B ib le ? W hy w e re th e se p a r tic u la r d o cum en ts se le c te d ? W ha t w a s th e ir in te n d ed p u rp o se ?

W hy s till re a d th em to d ay ? O n w ho se b eh a lf a re w e re ad in g ? W ha t d o w e ex p e c t f rom th em ? D o w e n o t

(u n co n sc io u s ly ) p ro je c t o u r ow n d e s ire s , in te re s ts a n d fe a rs o n to th e te x ts e v en b e fo re w e s ta r t re ad in g ? (c f

M ou to n 1 9 9 5 :1 1 -1 4 ) . '< n h e e th ic s o f in te rp re ta tio n a sk s ( i) who ( th a t is , w h ich in d iv id u a l o r g ro u p ) re ad s ( ii)

which B ib le ( th a t is , w h a t v iew o f th e te x t d o e s th e in te rp re tiv e com m un ity h o ld . w h a t a u th r ity d o e s it g ra n t th e

te x t) ( ii i) how ( th a t is , u s in g w h ich m e th o d s ) an d ( iv ) why ( th a t is . w h o se in te re s ts a re a t s ta k e . w h a t d o e s th e

in te rp re tiv e com m un ity w an t to a ch ie v e w ith th e ir a c ts o f in te rp re ta tio n ? ' (B o th a 1 9 9 4 b :4 -5 ) . B y a c co u n tin g fo r

th e m an y choices re ad e rs o f th e B ib le n e c e ssa r ily m ak e , th e 'e th ic s o f b ib lic a l in te rp re ta tio n ' a im s a t b r id g in g th e

m e th o d o lo g ic a l g ap b e tw een th eo lo g ic a l su b d isc ip lin e s (s in c e th e E n lig h te nm en t) , a n d p a r tic u la r ly b e tw een th e

o f te n com p a rtrn en ta lis e d f ie ld s o f B ib lic a l S tu d ie s an d C h ris tia n E th ic s .

3 'C f Sm it 1 9 9 4 a fo r a v e ry u se fu l ty p o lo g y o f h is to r ic a l p a ra d igm s in C h ris tia n e th ic s , w ith th e d om in an t q u e s tio n s

b e in g a sk ed d u rin g th o se p h a se s . A m a jo r im p lic a tio n o f su ch a h is to r ic a l o v e rv iew is th a t th e B ib le h a s b e en u sed

in m an y d iffe re n t w ay s in th e p a s t w ith re g a rd to C h ris tia n e th o s an d e th ic s - depending on the particular

question(s) being put to it. T h is co n f irm s th e re la tio n a l n a tu re o f a ll h um an k n ow led g e . in c lu d in g o u r

in te rp re ta tio n o f th e B ib le . S om e re c en t tre n d s in C h ris tia n e th ic s in c lu d e th e fo llow in g v a r ie ty o f a c c en ts : a

p re sc r ip tiv e ap p ro a ch . a n e th ic s o f p r in c ip le s an d id e a ls , 're v e a le d re a lity ' ra th e r th an 're v e a le d m o ra lity ', a n
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the m atter is i n t e r a l i a due to the dynam ic, yet intricate nature of the biblical documents

them selves (Lategan 1982), as well as the vast temporal, socio-historical and philosophical

differences betw een the world of the B ible and the world of contemporary readers, which

account for the differences betw een what m ay be described as b i b l i c a l and C h r i s t i a n ethos and

ethics.
4

This is confirm ed by the herm eneutical approach of som e fem inist and liberal

in terpreters who view the B ible as resource for the Christian life w ith suspiC ion, because of its

in trinsic embeddedness in the patriarchal value system of the Ancient N ear Eastern world , and

its silence on, for example, slavery as an institu tion. In the light of the differences betw een

biblical and Christian ethos, the ethics of interpretation holds contemporary readers

responsible for their understanding of the authority of Scripture, and particularly for the

consistent appropriation of its in tended rhetorical effect.

1 llis essay argues for a continuing use of Scripture as a resource for Christian ethos and ethics. Its

prem ise is a view of biblical authority derived from an ethical reading which acknow ledges the

B ible 's dynam ic yet complex linguistic, literary , socia- historical and rhetorical nature. In accordance

w ith the B ible 's in tended moral effect, such a reading has to be legitim ised by a corresponding

(publicly accountable, trustworthy) way of liv ing (cf M outon 1995:177-201). S ince the fields of

B iblical S tudies and Christian E thics sadly have developed each w ith its own range and focus, it

needs to be emphasised h o w e s s e n t i a l l y t h e y c o m p l e m e n t e a c h o t h e r . What m akes this an urgent

m o r a l issue, is not only the i n t e g r i t y and r e l e v a n c e of the B ible which is at stake as resource for

Christian e t h i c s as scientific enterprise, but more acutely , i t s i n f l u e n c e o n c o n t e m p o r a r y r e a d e r s '

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f G o d , t h e i r i d e n t i t y a n d p u b l i c e t h o s (cf n .l).
5

Consequently , a prim ary concern for biblical scholars and Christian ethicists should be:

H o w c a n t h e B i b l e i n f l u e n c e a n d t r a n s f o r m t h e i d e n t i t y a w a r e n e s s a n d e t h o s , t h e l a n g u a g e ,

s t o r y a n d c u l t u r e o f i n d i v i d u a l p e o p l e a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y s o c i e t y ? (Sm it 1991 b:59- 63, cf

1990a, 1992, 1994b). M indful that the B ible is read and lived out daily in m any, m any diverse

ways, situations, places and institu tions, I shall focus on its potential role in liturgy as m ajor

contexts for the form ation and nurturing of moral identity and ethos.

ethics of relationality and responsibility . discourse ethics, narrative ethics. and post-m odem thinking (Botha

1994a:40-42; Hartin 1994:2-4; M outon 1995:202-214). The present essay directly links on to the ethics of

'relationality and responsibility '.

4 C h r i s t i a n ethos and ethics (the dynam ic and creative reinterpretation of biblical perspectives by subsequent

readers, in different socio-historical circum stances) have to be distinguished from b i b l i c a l ethics or. rather, the

im plied ethos of each biblical document as understood in its particular context (cfV erhey 1984:159-160,169-197;

Gustafson 1984: 151-154; B irch & Rasmussen 1989: 11-14; Botha 1994a:36-42). W hile sharing a basicfaith

comm itm em and perspective w ith those early faith communities. contemporary readers of the B ible are obviously

confronted and shaped by different moral issues, stories. historical contexts and forces.

5 'The difference betw een ethics and ethos often has som ething to do w ith the difference betw een (moral) decisions

and acts and (moral) hum an beings. betw een acts and agents' (Sm it 199Ib:52; cfR ichardson 1994:89-96), or the

difference betw een an ethics of Doing ( S o l l e n ) and an ethics of Being ( S e i n - cf B irch & Rasmussen 1989:39-62).

For som e tim e Stanley Hauerwas (1981, 1985a, I 985b) and others have argued for a shift in emphasis toward the

latter, toward the form ation of the moral identity and ethos of a group. H is interest is therefore in the form ation of

'communities of character', and in the role the B ible can play in it. H auerwas 'challenges the popular inclination to

link ethics w ith 'd ifficult decisions' and argues instead for the im portance of creating contexts more conducive to

deciding one way or another. Contexts like these are found in communities, like the church: social institu tions

seeking to embody a specific configuration of virtues in its m embers. These virtues are fonned by the language,

the 'grammar', the collective stories or narratives of the group ... M uch more important, according to Hauerwas,

than looking at the role of the B ible in particular difficult decisions and acts, is therefore to look at the role of the

B ible w ithin the social institu tions where the people 's ethos is being fonned ' (Sm it 199Ib:53; cf 1994b).

A ccording 10 th is shift, an ethics of responsibility (Doing) presupposes an ethics of relationality (Being). W hat we

do is the result of who we are.
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2. The B ible and the (trans)fonnation of m oral identity and ethos

Since m y early childhood the B ible in trigued m e as a pow erfu l w itn e s s to the story of an

aw esom e God who is involved in the everyday lives of people. A s such it a p p e a le d to m e as an

invitation to becom e part of it, to be consoled , insp ired , strengthened , challenged , m oulded ,

w arned by its v ision of a civ il w orld , of G od 's alternative society , of responsib le, m oral people,

and of good, m oral conduct. It certain ly had a profound influence on m y im agination and

language, m y life- and world-v iew , m y grasp of reality , of h istory , of life in general. It becam e

'the house in which I learned to live ' (cf Sm it 1991b:59 , w ith reference to L indbeck). Y et, it

w as only as a postgraduate student in B iblical S tudies that I realised - both w ith disillusion and

relief - that the B ible, in accordance w ith its dynam ic, relational nature, does n o t provide later

readers w ith a neat, ready-m ade theological doctrine or eth ical system to be fo llow ed under all

circum stances. The phases of d isorien tation and reorien tation which fo llow ed, becam e a

necessary part of a liberating journey back to the sam e docum ents, but w ith a new

understanding of their continuing relevance for m y life . I d iscovered that the B ible, instead of

being prescrip tive to all Christians in exactly the sam e way, rather resem bles the c r e a t iv e

p r o c e s s e s th rough which the early faith communities w restled to understand the w ill of a liv ing

God for their particu lar tim es and situations (cf M eeks 1986; 1993:1-17 ,109-110).

Characteristic of these processes of understanding w ere their continuous orien tation and

reorien tation to the revelation of a liv ing God during the course ofh istory .6

For those participants in the Judaeo-Christian story - both in the H ebrew Scrip tures (the

Christian O ld Testam ent) and the N ew Testam ent - the cult, its festivals and specifically its

litu rgy , provided the space to collectively express and cultivate their v ision of, and trust in an

om nipotent G od. Through rituals of public worship such as sacrifices, hym ns, confessions of

faith and guilt, p rayers, b lessings, listen ing to the covenant stories and the Torah , and later the

participation in the sacram ents of baptism and eucharist, they w ere constan tly rem inded of,

em powered and encouraged by who God is and by what God had done in the past. By retelling

and reactualising their stories from w ith in the covenant relation , their identity and

corresponding ethos as a community of faith would be shaped and constitu ted (cf D t 7:6-11;

Eph 2:11-22).7 Collective m e m o r y thus played a crucial ro le in the form ation of their self-

6 Confessions about God in both the O ld and N ew Testam ents reflect a great d iversity in relig ious experience,

language, sty le , genre and socio-h istorical circum stances. H ence the variety of nam es and m etaphors used for God

to express and explain those experiences. A s a very cursory observation , one m ight say that the patriarchs

experienced God as a p e r s o n a l , o m n ip r e s e n t . n e a r b y reality . D uring the tim e of the exodus th is G od was

acknow ledged as the gracious R e d e e m e r who liberated his people from slavery and bondage. w hile the sojourners

in the w ilderness and at S inai described him as a l iv in g God who in te r a l ia spoke through sym bols of fire and

w ater. D uring the period of the northern K ingdom He was confessed as the h o ly One who does not share his

people 's loyalty w ith anyone or anyth ing else. D uring the period of the southern K ingdom metaphors for God

focus on him as the righteous and just K in g who rules from w ith in the tem ple, pro tecting his people and caring for

them . In exilic tim es H e becam e known as a trustw orthy C r e a to r being able of m aking som ething new am id

chaos and disaster, and in post-ex ilic tim es as the e x a l te d One, though still being w ith his people. It is the m emory

of these events, these im ages of God, celebrated and enacted during Israel's festivals, w hich essentially shaped

their identity as the people of Yhwh, and which determ ined how they w ere to respond in their practical everyday

liv ing . These confessions and m emories are surprisingly rein terpreted and fulfilled in the life and m inistry of

J e s u s o f N a z t lr e th , the focus and authority of the N ew Testam ent w ritings. For contem porary Christian

communities of various trad itions, these m emories represent the irrep lacable beginning of the never-ending story

of a liv ing God who continues to reveal G odself in relation to faith-fu l hum an beings (cf B irch & Rasm ussen

1989:17-34 ,120- 133; M outon 1995:189-201).

7 The stories of the bib lical communities w itness to the reality that they did not so m uch h a v e a social eth ic as that

they w e r e a social eth ic , a k o in o n ia eth ic in the process of form ation . 'The community 's task w as to socialize its
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unde rs tand ing - no t on ly th e m em o ry o f good tim es o f v ic to ry and su ccess , b u t a lso th e

d e lib e ra te reca llin g and uncove rin g o f p as t s in s , fa ilu re s and neg lig en ce . T h rough rep en tan ce

and reconc ilia tio n , rem em bering w ou ld b ecom e a hopeful ac t, a con fe ss io n o f fa ith in th e

liv in g G od o f h is to ry , w h ich w ou ld open up new persp ec tiv e s on th e p re sen t and fu tu re .
s

C lo se ly re la ted to cu ltic p rac tice s , th e p ro cess o f m o ra l fo rm a tio n w ou ld fin d its fo cu s in th e

con tex t o f fam ily life (c f D t 6 :6 - 25 ; E ph 5 :21 -6 :9 and o th e r dom estic cod es in th e N T ).

S im ila rly , th e b ib lica l d o cum en ts h av e s tim u la ted and fac ilita ted an ongo ing p ro cess o f

in te rp re ta tio n (c fV erh ey 1984 :179 -187 ). T he imperative o f su ch an ongo ing p ro cess is in fac t

im p lied in th e v e ry n a tu re o f th e se tex ts (L a teg an 1982 :48 -50 ; F ow l & Jon es 1991 :36 -44 ). A n

e th ica l read ing o f th e B ib le by sub sequen t read e rs th e re fo re ca lls fo r a con tin uou s w res tlin g ,

fo r im ag in a tiv e , S p irit f illed , c ritic a l and fa ith fu l re flec tio n on th e ac tiv e p re sen ce and w ill o f

G od in ev e r ch ang ing tim es and c ircum stan ces . I t is in th is sen se th a t b ib lica l scho la rs and

C h ris tian e th ic is ts sh a re th e moral obligation to eng age in th e c rea tiv e ten s io n be tw een th e

dynam ics o f th e b ib lica l tex ts and th e 'w o rld s ' o f p re sen t d ay read e rs (F io ren za 1988 : 13 ) -

b e tw een h is to ry and esch a to logy , b e tw een th e 'a lready ' and th e 'n o t y e t', b e tw een rem em b ran ce

and hope . It is th e c rea tiv ity o f su ch 'in b e tw een ' s tag es th a t p rov id ed th e b ib lica l au tho rs w ith

th e s tim u lu s , v a lu es and v irtu e s to red e fin e th e ir h um an ity and m o ra l ex is ten ce in d iffe ren t

tim es and p laces , u nd e r m any d iv e rse c ircum stan ces .

T he expe rien ce o f G od on th e th re sho ld between memory and hope is ep itom ised in th e

pub lic m in is try , sac rif ic ia l d ea th , re su rrec tio n and ascen s ion o f Je su s C h ris t (c f E ph 2 :1 -22 ;

C o l 2 :14 -15 ). T he C h ris t ev en t - th e unde rly in g th em e o f th e N ew T estam en t do cum en ts -

w ou ld ind eed ch a lleng e and exceed a ll p rev iou s expe rien ces and in te rp re ta tio n s o f th e G od o f

th e H eb rew S crip tu re s (c f M k 8 :27 -9 :1 ). T he id en tity and e tho s o f th e Je su s fo llow ers and

ea rly C h ris tian com m un itie s w ou ld now be de te rm in ed by th e ir reorientation to th e a lien ,

com p le te ly o th e r, y e t fo r th em truthful s to ry o f Je su s C h ris t. T h is s to ry is p a rticu la rly

ch a rac te rised by th e so c io log ica lly sh am efu l sym bo l o f a cross (c f O ly an 1996 :214 n .43 ),

w h ich is re in te rp re ted and becom es an honou rab le sym bo l fo r th o se w ho adhe re to C h ris t b y

fa ith (M eek s 1993 : 14 -15 ,131 -135 ). T he d ram a tic con sequences o f h is d ea th and exa lta tio n fo r

bo th Jew s and G en tile s a re d esc rib ed in tran s itio n a l te rm s: T ho se w ho w ere d ead , h av e b een

m ade a liv e , th o se w ho w ere fa r aw ay , ex c lud ed from c itiz en sh ip in Is rae l, h av e b een b rough t

n ea r, and tho se w ho fo rm erly h ad been pow er- and s ta tu s le ss fo re ig n e rs and a lien s , h av e b een

m ade fe llow c itiz en s w ith G od 's p eop le and m em bers o f h is hou seho ld (E ph 2 ). In th is w ay

m em bers in to fonn s o f life w h ich d isp lay ed th e k ind o f conduc t b e fittin g th e expe rien ce o f G od in com m un ity . T o

be a Jew w as to lea rn th e s to ry o f Is rae l and th e rabb in ic trad itio n s w e ll enough to expe rien ce th e w o rld from

w ith in th ese s to rie s . and to ac t in acco rd w ith th a t exp e rien ce as a m em ber o f an ongo ing fa ith com m un ity .

S im ila rly . to b e a C h ris tian w as to lea rn th e s to ry o f Is rae l and o f Je su s and th e ongo ing chu rch trad itio n s w e ll

enough to expe rien ce th e w o rld from w ith in tho se s to rie s . and to ac t in k eep ing w ith th a t exp e rien ce , a s a m em ber

o f th a t com m un ity ' (B irch & R asm ussen 1989 :21 . c f66 -84 ; H aue rw as 1985a :181 -184 ; M eek s 1993 :172 -

173 .189 -210 ). A p rim ary fun c tio n o f litu rgy and ritu a l. th e re fo re . is to com m em o ra te and nunu re th is com m una l

id en tity and co rre spond ing e tho s in covenan t re la tio n w ith a liv in g G od (c f O ly an 1996 ).

8 In th ese con tex ts th e typ ica l Jew ish p ray e r fonn , th e berakah. fu lfilled an im ponan t ro le . I t com p rised tw o

e lem en ts : a doxo log ica l ex c lam a tio n o r appea l to p ra ise G od . fo llow ed by th e rea son s w hy G od had to b e p ra ised

(c fG en 14 :20 ; 24 :27 ; P ss 66 :20 ; 103 -106 ; III; 1 17 -118 ; 124 :6 ; 135 -136 ; 138 ; 144 -145 ; 148 - 150 ).

F undam en ta lly th e beralwh w as an ac t o f remembrance w here G od w as to b e p ra ised fo r th e w ay H e had w o rk ed

in th e p as t. B y rem em bering h is d eed s . h is p eop le w ere m oved aga in to p ra ise h im (John son 1986 :58 -59 ). T h is

p ray e r fonn a lso o ccu rs in th e N ew T estam en t (c f 2 C o r 1 :3 -11 ; E ph I :3 -14 ; I P I I :3 -12 ). A s an ac t o f

rem em bering it s im u ltan eou s ly b ecom es an ac t o f dismemberillK. becau se o f th e w ay in w h ich p rev iou s (o ften

ab so lu tised ) trad itio n s su ch as e lec tio n . cov en an t. law and th e tem p le w ith its d iv id ing w a ll h ad to b e

reinterpreted in th e lig h t o f th e C h ris t ev en t.
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C h ris t g a v e b ir th to a n ew c re a tio n . a n ew h um an ity w ith a n ew id en tity a n d co rre sp o n d in g

e th o s .

In g en e ra l, o n e m ay say th a t th e in te n d ed m o ra l e f fe c t o f th e b ib lic a l d o cum en ts is a ra d ic a l

a n d to ta l re v is io n in g o f th e liv e s o f th e ir re a d e rs f rom a th eo c en tr ic p e rsp e c tiv e , f rom w ith in

th e re la tio n sh ip w ith a liv in g G o d .
9
I t is e x a c tly in th e d y n am ic p ro c e s s o f su ch a co n tin u o u s

re o r ie n ta tio n th a t I b e lie v e th e tra n s fo rm a tiv e p o te n tia l o f th e a n c ie n t c a n o n ise d te x ts o f th e

B ib le lie fo r la te rs re a d e rs . H ow w ou ld su ch a p ro c e s s w o rk ?

3 . T h e rh e to r ic a l a n d re fe re n tia l p ow e r o f th e B ib le

W ith re g a rd to th e r h e to r ic a l an d t r a n sfo rm a t iv e a sp e c ts o f th e b ib lic a l d o cum en ts , I sh a ll

fo c u s o n th e (re )o r ie n ta tin g p o te n tia l o f th e c a te g o r ie s o f m e ta p h o r a n d s to ry ,1 0 In th is c o n te x t

o u r in te re s t in m e ta p h o r a n d s to ry p a r tic u la r ly lie s in th e ir r e fe r e n t ia l an d r e la t io n a l n a tu re (c f

L a te g an 1 9 8 5 , 1 9 9 4 , 1 9 9 6 :2 2 3 -2 2 9 ; V an H uy ss te e n 1 9 8 7 ) . L a te g an (1 9 9 4 :1 3 4 ) r ig h tly c la im s

th a t a 'b e tte r u n d e rs ta n d in g o f th e fu n c tio n o f re fe re n c e in a ll i ts fo rm s h o ld s th e k ey to u n lo ck

th e tra n s fo rm a tiv e p o te n tia l o f (b ib lic a l) te x ts in c o n tem p o ra ry s itu a tio n s '. A c co rd in g to

R ic o eu r (1 9 7 5 ; 1 9 7 6 :8 9 -9 5 ; 1 9 7 7 :2 1 6 -2 5 6 ; c f T h ise lto n 1 9 9 2 :3 5 1 -3 7 2 ; L a te g an 1 9 9 2 :1 5 4 ;

1 9 9 4 : 1 3 1 -1 3 3 ) , th e re fe re n tia l o r tra n s fo rm a tiv e p ow e r o f a te x t lie s in i t s a b i l i t y to s u g g e s t , to

o p e n u p , to fa c i l i ta te , to m e d ia te , to m a k e p o s s ib le , to p r o d u c e a 'w o r ld in f r o n t o f i t ' , a

'p r o p o s e d w o r ld ' w h ic h r e a d e r s m a y a d o p t o r in h a b i t , a n a l t e r n a t i v e p o in t o f v ie w w i th w h ic h

th e y c a n id e n t i f y . In th is w ay a te x t d is c lo se s a p o ss ib le n ew w ay o f lo o k in g a t th in g s .

S in c e th e d ev e lo pm en t o f re a d e r re sp o n se an d re c ep tio n th eo r ie s , Is e r 's c o n c ep t o f th e

'im p lie d re a d e r ' b e c am e a p ow e rfu l to o l in d e sc r ib in g th e ro le o f re a d e rs o r a u d ie n c e s in th e

p ro c e s s o f u n d e rs ta n d in g . T h e im p lie d o r te x tu a lly d e f in e d re a d e r re fe rs to 'th e a n tic ip a te d ro le

a p o te n tia l re a d e r is e x p e c te d to p la y in o rd e r to a c tu a liz e th e te x t ... ( I t) is a d ev ic e to e n g ag e

th e re a l re a d e r b y o ffe r in g a ro le to b e p la y ed o r a n a tti tu d e to b e a s sum ed ' (L a te g an

1 9 8 9 :5 ,1 0 ) . In th is se n se m e ta p h o r , tra d itio n (a s e x te n d ed m e ta p h o r) a n d p a ra b le (s to ry ) a re

im p o r ta n t le n se s , c lu e s , s ig n a ls o r sh if tin g d ev ic e s b y m ean s o f w h ic h an au th o r c a n in s tru c t o r

g u id e h is lh e r a u d ie n c e tow a rd ad o p tin g a p re fe rre d p o s itio n , o r in h ab itin g a n ew m o ra l w o rld .

In h e lp in g th em to s e e d if fe re n tly , th e se le n se s m ay h e lp re a d e rs to in te g ra t~ an d re d e sc r ib e

th e ir e x p e r ie n c e s - in so fa r a s th e y a re w illin g to a c c ep t th e ir a lte rn a tiv e p e rsp e c tiv e s . A s a c ts

o f rem em b ran c e a n d d ism em b ran c e , m e ta p h o r a n d s to ry th e n b e com e c ru c ia l in s trum en ts fo r

m o ra l fo rm a tio n .

M e ta p h o rs a n d s to r ie s fu n c tio n o n tw o im p o rta n t le v e ls . F irs tly , th e y a re u se d to id e n t i f y

d if fe re n t d isp en sa tio n s , a n d p re fe rre d o r n o n -p re fe rre d p o s itio n s , a tt i tu d e s a n d a c tio n s .

S e co n d ly , th e y a re u se d a s rh e to r ic a l s tra te g ie s ' t o e f f e c t th e s h i f t in g o f p o s i t io n ' (L a te g an

1 9 9 3 : 4 0 2 ) . I n d ic a t in g p re fe rre d an d n o n -p re fe rre d p o s itio n s is o n e th in g . T o a ch ie v e a sh if t in

9 G u s ta fso n 's m a jo r w o rk o n e th ic s , h is tw o -v o lum ed E th ic s f r o m a T h e o c e n t r i c P e r s p e c t i v e (1 9 8 1 , 1 9 8 4 . C h ic a g o :

U n iv e rs ity o f C h ic a g o P re s s ) em p h a s is e s th a t th e e s se n c e o f , a n d p re re q u is ite fo r C h r is tia n e th ic s is th e

p e rsp e c tiv e o f fa ith in a so v e re ig n G o d . H e a rg u e s fo r a re la tio n a lity a n d re sp o n s ib ili ty m o d e l a s th e p r im a ry w ay

to u n d e rs ta n d C h ris tia n e th ic s . T h is a p p ro a ch fo cu se s o n th e C h ris tia n 's re sp o n se to w h a t G o d h a s d o n e in h is to ry

an d is s ti l l d o in g to d ay . I t p la c e s G o d in th e v e ry c en tre o f m o ra l a c tiv ity . G u s ta fso n 's a p p ro a ch is c lo se ly re la te d

to th e v iew s o f R ic h a rd H N ieb u h r (1 9 4 1 ) w h o em ph a s is e s th e C h ris tia n 's re sp o n s ib ili ty to lis te n c a re fu lly , to b e

o p en an d re sp o n s iv e to th e w o rk o f a liv in g G o d (c f B o th a 1 9 9 4 a :4 1 -4 2 ; M ou to n 1 9 9 5 :2 2 2 -2 3 4 ; S ta s se n 1 9 9 6 ) .

lO In th e m e ta p h o r ic a l th e o lo g y o f S a llie M cF ag u e (1 9 8 2 ) 'm e ta p h o r ' a n d 'p a ra b le ' (a p a r tic u la r ty p e o f s to ry )

fu n c tio n a s a c en tra l n o tio n fo r th e u n d e rs ta n d in g o f C h ris tia n e th ic s a n d th e fo rm a tio n o f m o ra l p eo p le - in a w ay

s im ila r to th e fu n c tio n in g o f 's to ry ' in th e n a rra tiv e e th ic s o f H au e rw a s . A c co rd in g ly , th e se n o tio n s h av e th e

p o te n tia l to im p a c t o n b ib lic a l re a d e rs b y co n tin u o u s ly re o r ie n tin g . re d e f in in g an d tra n s fo rm in g th e ir s e lf .

u n d e rs ta n d in g an d e th o s a s d isc ip le s o f Je su s C h ris t .
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th e righ t d irec tion is , how ever, qu ite ano th e r m atte r. H ow do the b ib lica l au tho rs go abou t

en su ring th e desired resu lt? H ow do they in flu ence th e ir reade rs to accep t th e ir n ew position

and life s ty le coram Deo? H ow is th e ir change o f a ttitude and behav iou r suppo sed to take

p lace?

F o r th e b ib lica l au tho rs th e key to change and m ora l fo rm a tion is p rov id ed by th e

in te rre la ted com m un ica tion p rocesses .o f orientation, disorientation, and reorientation

(R icoeu r 1975 :122 -128 ; 1976 :46 -53 ; 1977 :65 -100 ; M cF ague 1982 :46 -48 ), o r association and

disassociation (L a tegan 1993 :402 ). T hese p rocesses essen tia lly revea l th e (re )o rien ta ting o r

tran sfo rm ativ e po ten tia l o f m e tapho rica l language , w h ich fo rm s th e hea rt o f b ib lica l

h e rm eneu tic s . II I b rie fly illu s tra te th is by show ing how the m em ory o f Jesu s func tion s

m etapho rica lly in litu rgy .

W ith re fe rence to M cF ague (1982 :31 -66 ,90 -194 ), C h ris t's ro le in th e N ew T estam en t

docum en ts and in ongo ing m ora l fo rm a tion m ay be desc rib ed as th a t o f an ex tended 'm e tapho r

o r pa rab le fo r G od ' and a 'm ode l fo r C h ris tian behav iou r,.12 T hese no tion s p rov id e im po rtan t

in s igh t in to th e p rocesses th rough w h ich th e C h ris tian s to ry m ay im pac t on b ib lica l reade rs by

con tinuou sly reo rien ting and tran sfo rm ing th e ir se lf-unders tand ing and e tho s as d isc ip le s o f

Jesu s C h ris t:

If w e say ... th a t Jesu s o f N azare th is p a r exce llen ce th e m etapho r o f G od , w e m ean th a t h is

fam ilia r, m undane sto ry is th e way, th e ind irec t bu t n ecessa ry w ay , from here to th e re ...

M e tapho ric m ean ing is a process, no t a m om en ta ry , s ta tic in s igh t: it ope ra te s lik e a s to ry ,

m ov ing from here to th e re , from 'w ha t is ' to 'w ha t m igh t b e ' (M cF ague , quo ted by S pohn

1984 :100 ).

L ik e m etapho rs , th e essence o f pa rab le is th a t it w o rk s th rough th e o rd in a ry , m undane , and

secu la r - by ind irec tion - to b ring abou t n ew in sigh t. T h is m ean s th a t w e sta rt w ith th e (m o re

fam ilia r) w o rk o f Jesu s from 'b e low ', and m ove indirectly to h is p e rson , and to th e inv is ib le

(un fam ilia r) G od w hom H e rep resen ts . T he w ho le ne tw o rk o f Jesu s ' life - h is w o rd s and deed s

- thu s p rov id es a g rid o r sc reen th rough w h ich th e unders tand ing o f G od can be rea ligned (c f

M cF ague 1982 :49 -54 ; H ay s 1990 :45 -50 ).

H ow , th en , does Jesu s ' d es igna tion as pa rab le o f G od realign, redefine o r reorientate

(R icoeu r 1975 :122 -128 : 1976 :89 -95 ; 1977 :216 - 256 ) peop le 's unders tand ing o f G od? A s a

tru e and nove l m e tapho r, Jesu s as pa rab le a lw ay s reo rde rs , shock s and up se ts fam ilia r,

conven tiona l p reconcep tion s and unders tand ing s o f G od . In th is sen se litu rgy shou ld a lw ay s

II B ib lica l m e tapho rs inter alia se rv e as w indow s (a lb e it h azy ) th rough w h ich th e p rocesses o f identification.

estrangement and reorientation, ty p ica l o f th e im age-m ak ing capac ity o f th e hum an m ind can be v iew ed . A ny

crea tiv e ac t o f in te rp re ta tion , d iscovery , d ec is ion -m ak ing , tran sition o r tran sfo rm ation can be recogn ised as th e

Im ag in a tiv e com b ina tion and syn th esis o f th e fam ilia r in to new w ho les (M cF ague 1982 :35 -36 ), w h ich is a

redescription o f rea lity (R icoeu r 1975 : 122 -128 ; 1976 :45 -69 ).

12 M cF ague (1982 :31 -54 ) a rgues th a t th e basic cha rac te ris tic s o f m etapho rica l language (ind irec tion , ex travagance ,

m undan ity ) a lso app ly to Jesu s as pa rab le . In genera l, w e can say th a t p a rab les func tion in th e p lay o f tw o

d iffe ren t o rien ta tion s to rea lity . T h roughou t th e pa rab les th ese pe rsp ec tiv es a re in pennanen t ten sion w ith each

o th e r, and th e e ffec t o f th e ir in te rac tion is p ro found disorientation (c f R icoeu r 1975 : 122 -128 ). D raw ing on

R icoeu r, M cF ague (1982 :46 -47 ) suggests th a t p a rab les w o rk on a pa tte rn o f orientation, disorientation. and

reorientation: 'A parab le beg in s in th e o rd in a ry w o rld w ith its conven tiona l s tandard s and expec ta tion s , bu t in th e

cou rse o f th e s to ry a rad ica lly d iffe ren t p e rsp ec tiv e is in troduced th a t d iso rien ts th e lis ten e r, and fin a lly . th rough

th e in te rac tion o f th e tw o com pe ting v iew po in ts , ten s ion is c rea ted th a t re su lts in a redesc rip tion o f life in th e

w o rld ' . P a rab les w ere thu s m ean t to reve rse th e expec ta tion s o f th e ir lis ten e rs and reade rs , and to sh ift th e ir m o ra l

v is ion and behav iou r in rad ica l w ay s (c fL a tegan 1992 :154 ).
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d is ta n c e its p a r tic ip a n ts f rom th e o b v io u s v a lu e s a n d v ir tu e s o f th e ir e v e ry d ay life , b y o ffe r in g

th em an a lte rn a tiv e life s ty le . In M cF ag u e 's v iew th e h e a r t o f th e d ram a o f Je su s ' l ife a n d d e a th

is th e te n s io n th a t i t m an ife s ts b e tw e en a c c e p te d w a y s o f re la tin g to G o d a n d o th e rs , a n d a n e w

w a y o f liv in g in th e w o r ld . A s su ch Je su s ' l ife a n d e sp e c ia lly h is d e a th a n d re su rre c tio n h a s to

b e v iew ed a s ra d ic a l a n d ic o n o c la s tic , c o n tin u o u s ly c a ll in g in to q u e s tio n th e c om fo r ta b le a n d

se c u re h om e s th a t o u r in te rp re ta tio n s o f G o d h av e b u ilt fo r u s (c fM cF ag u e 1 9 8 2 :5 1 -5 4 ) . L ik e

C h r is t w e a re c a lle d to a life in b u t n o t o f th e w o r ld , to liv e s th a t a lw ay s s ta n d in c r it ic ism o f

th e s ta tu s q u o an d th a t p re s s tow a rd fu lf i l lm en t o f th e b o d y o f C h r is t . T h is m ean s th a t sp e c if ic

v ir tu e s a n d v a lu e s a s so c ia te d w ith h im (su c h a s lo v e , c om p a s s io n , h um ility , h o lin e s s ,

r ig h te o u sn e s s , jo y , p e a c e , h o p e ) a re g e n e ra te d tow a rd th o se w h o id e n tify w ith h im . C h r is tia n s

(c h o o se to ) lo v e a n d fo rg iv e o n e an o th e r , b e c a u se th e y h av e b e en lo v ed an d fo rg iv e n a

th o u sa n d tim e s o v e r . T h ey a c c e p t, w ith lo v in g com p a ss io n , p e o p le d if fe re n t f rom th em se lv e s ,

fo re ig n e rs , s tra n g e rs , o u ts id e rs , p e o p le e x c lu d ed b y so c ia l b ia se s , a n d c a re fo r th em . T h ro u g h

v a r io u s s tra te g ie s th e N ew T e s tam en t a u th o rs e n c o u ra g e th e ir re a d e rs to th in k o f th em se lv e s in

te rm s o f th e n ew p o s itio n th e y o u g h t to a s sum e - a s d is c ip le s o f J e su s , a s fe llow -c itiz e n s w ith

G o d 's p e o p le , a s o n e b o d y in C h r is t , a s a n ew h um an ity . B y in v itin g h um an k in d to a s sum e its

h o n o u ra b le s ta tu s in C h r is t , th e se d o cum en ts o ffe r th e ir re a d e rs a n ew se lfu n d e rs ta n d in g ,

le a d in g to a n ew e th o s , n ew a tti tu d e s a n d a c tio n s .

In g e n e ra l th e N ew T e s tam en t n o tio n o f m o ra l id e n tity a n d e th o s fu n c tio n s in th e p la y o f

tw o d if fe re n t o r ie n ta tio n s , m o d e s o f e x is te n c e o r p e rsp e c tiv e s o n re a li ty - in C h r is t a n d o u ts id e

C h r is t. T o sum m a ris e , o n e m ay sa y th a t th e s ta r tin g p o in t o f a ll p e rsu a s iv e s tra te g ie s is th e

d e lic a te te n s io n b e tw e en id e n tific a tio n , a lie n a tio n a n d re o r ie n ta tio n . F o r la te r re a d e rs th e se

p ro c e s se s h o ld th e k ey to th e tra n s fo rm a tiv e p o te n tia l o f th e b ib lic a l d o c um en ts . T o in h ab it

th e ir s tra n g e , a lte rn a tiv e w o r ld is a g if t o f G o d 's g ra c e (E p h 2 :5 ,8 -1 0 ) a n d a fa ith - fu l

h en n en eu tic a l c h o ic e :

In a c o -o p e ra tiv e sh a re d w o rk , th e S p ir it , th e te x t, a n d th e re a d e r e n g ag e in a tra n s fo rm in g

p ro c e ss , w h ic h en la rg e s h o r iz o n s a n d c re a te s n e w h o r izo n s (T h is e lto n 1 9 9 2 :6 1 9 ; c f Is 1 : 1 8 -

2 0 ; M t 1 1 :2 8 -3 0 ; Jh 1 4 :2 6 , 1 6 :1 3 ) .

4. Re-imagining the encounter between Scripture and contemporary readers

W e h av e se e n th a t th e b ib lic a l d o c um en ts a re c h a ra c te r is e d b y th e d y n a m ic p ro c e ss o f th e

e a r ly fa ith c om m un itie s ' s e a rc h to u n d e rs ta n d h um an ex is te n c e in th e lig h t o f th e re v e la tio n o f

a liv in g G o d . I t h a s a lso b e e n a rg u ed th a t th e tra n s fo n n a tiv e p o te n tia l o f th e B ib le lie s in its

re fe re n tia l p o w e r , in its a b ili ty to p o in t b e y o n d its e lf to a re a li ty w h ic h it c o u ld o n ly d e sc r ib e in

a lim ite d a n d p ro v is io n a l m an n e r : th e fu ll s to ry o f a liv in g G o d 's e n g a g e m e n t w ith c re a tio n .

T h e q u e s tio n re g a rd in g its o n g o in g au th o r ity fo r la te r re a d e rs m ay n ow b e p h ra se d a s fo llow s :

H o w c a n th e (c u ltu ra lly -b o u n d ) a lte rn a tiv e w o r ld o f th e B ib le b e b ro u g h t in to re la tio n w ith ,

a n d im p a c t o n p re se n t-d a y m o ra l c h a lle n g e s? 1 3 In a c c o rd a n c e w ith its re la tio n a l n a tu re , th e

a u th o r ity a n d tra n s fo n n a tiv e p ow e r o f th e B ib le fo r su b se q u en t re a d e rs f irs t o f a ll re s id e s in th e

1 3 P h ra se d in te rm s o f th e th re e m a jo r s e ts o f e th ic a l q u e s tio n s w h ic h em e rg ed th ro u g h th e h is to ry o f (C h r is tia n )

e th ic s (Sm itI9 9 4 a :2Q -2 1 ) , o n e m ay f irs tly a sk : W h a t is th e b ib lic a l , th e C h r is tia n v iew o f a m o ra l. h e a lth y a n d

h ap p y so c ie ty ? S e co n d ly : W h a t is th e C h r is tia n v iew o f re sp o n s ib le . m o ra l d e c is io n s , a c tio n .v , c o n d u c t - u n d e r

sp e c if ic c irc um s ta n c e s? A n d th ird ly : W h a t c o n s ti tu te s th e b ib lic a l , th e C h r is tia n v iew o f g o o d an d m o ra l p e o p le ?

W ha t is th e ir c h a ra c te r to b e lik e , a n d w h e re a re su c h p eo p le fo rm ed ? (c f B irc h & R a sm u sse n 1 9 8 9 :4 0 -5 8 ;

M o u to n 1 9 9 5 :2 0 1 -2 4 1 ) . B y fo c u s in g o n th e m o ra l ( tra n s ) fo rm a tio n o f p e o p le a n d an e th ic s o f B e in g (c f n .5 ) . th is

e s sa y p re sum e s th a t C h r is tia n s w h o tru th fu lly a re w h a t th e y c la im to b e . w ill a lso ta k e so c ie ty a n d m o ra l d e c is io n s

a n d co n d u c t s e r io u s ly - a s a n e x p re ss io n o f th e ir p r im a ry id e n tity in C h ris t.
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continuing encounter with the God m ed ia ted and s tim u la ted by th ese tex ts (c f L a teg an

1992 : 154 ; 1994 : 131 -133 ; M ou ton 1995 : 192 -194 ).

T o re spond fa ith fu lly and w ith sen s itiv ity to th e rh e to rica l fu n c tio n s o f th e B ib le , is to

accoun t fo r its tran s fo rm a tiv e po ten tia l amid its cu ltu ra l-h is to ric a l b ia se s , th a t is th e ty p ica lly

hum an process of redescription in th e lig h t o f n ew know ledg e and expe rien ce unde rly in g it.

In vo lv em en t in th e c rea tiv e sp ace b e tw een th e b ib lic a l tex ts and con te 'm po ra ry con tex ts

th e re fo re a sk s fo r an open-endedness w h ich hum b ly recogn ise s th e p rov is io n a l n a tu re o f a ll

fa ith u tte ran ces . In o rd e r to a llow fo r exp lan a tio n s and expe rien ces o f a liv in g G od w ho is

con s tan tly rev ea led in n ew and su rp ris in g w ay s (c f M eek s 1993 :217 -219 ), la te r read e rs a re

ch a lleng ed inter alia to accoun t fo r its p a tria rch a l langu ag e , and to c rea te th e in c lu s iv e

langu ag e n eed ed to exp re ss and con s tru c t th e ir exp e rien ces . 14 T hese do cum en ts do no t b in d u s

in a rig id , leg a lis tic w ay , bu t liberates us towards the imaginative appropriation of the mighty,

healing power of God's love in new circumstances. In sp ite o f th e ir p a tria rch a l em beddedness ,

th e se do cum en ts in v ite u s to id en tify w ith C h ris t in th e p a radox ica l tr ium ph o f h is d ea th ,

re su rrec tio n and ex a lta tio n , and to g row beyond a ll lim ited and s te reo ty p ica l v iew s o f

hum an ity . In te rm s o f T ay lo r 's 'p o s trn od e rn trilem m a ' (1 990 :40 -45 ), th ey ch a lleng e u s to fo cu s

on a v is io n w h ich respects (and w here n ecessa ry c rea tiv e ly re in te rp re ts ) tradition, celebrates

plurality, and resists any form of domination ... T here fo re , to re sp ec t th e B ib le 's tran sfo rm a tiv e

po ten tia l, is to d ed ica te on ese lf to accom p lish in g th e fu ll p o ten tia l o f th e body o f C h ris t.
IS

Anything less would confine the God of the Bible to the boundaries of ancient canonised texts

14 In th is sen se I ag ree w ith S and ra M Schne id e rs ' o b jec tio n (re fe rred to by S pohn 1995 :75 ) to F io ren za 'a p ropo sa l

th a t th e o ffen s iv e po rtio n s o f th e canon (from th e p e rsp ec tiv e o f con tem po ra ry read e rs ) b e d en ied rev e la to ry

s ta tu s . S chn e id e rs conv in c in g ly show s how th e th e con tin u ing in te rac tio n b e tw een th e founda tio n a l tex t o f a

com m un ity and tho se w ho con tin u e to in te rp re t it o v e r tim e can free th e tex t from th e lim ita tio n s o f its o rig in a l

au th o rs . T o th is S pohn (1995 :75 ) add s : 'If w e d iscoun t th e au tho rity o f S c rip tu re b ecau se o f its au th o rs ' b ia se s o r

th e sub sequ en t u se s to w h ich it h a s b een pu t. w e m igh t b e re jec tin g th e v e ry re sou rce w h ich can tran sfo rm th e

p re sen t'.

1 5 T h is v is io n o f a m o ra l so c ie ty im p lic itly re su lts from a C h ris tian com m un ity w h ich tru th fu lly liv e s up to its ca llin g

w ith in a p a rticu la r so c io -h is to rica l con tex t (c f F ow l & Jon es 1991 :44 -50 ; R ich a rd son 1994 :96 -100 ). In a

d iscu ss io n o f th e re la tio n b e tw een 'th e tw o sto rie s ' o f C h ris tian ity and so c ie ty , and w ith re fe ren ce to N iebuh r 's

Christ and Culture. M iille r and Sm it (1 994 :389 ) d esc rib e th is ongo ing h e rm eneu tica l p ro cess a s fo llow s: 'In

te rm s o f th e s to ry -app ro ach . th e in s titu tio n a lised chu rch . a s 'a s to ry -te llin g and -o :leb ra tin g com m un ity ' .. , a lw ay s

ex is ts w ith in th e m o re com p reh en s iv e com m un ity o f a p a rticu la r so c ie ty . w ith its ow n co llec tiv e s to rie s and

h is to rie s , c e leb ra tio n s and hopes . in s titu tio n s and so c ia l p rac tic e s '. A nd , in te rm s o f th e v e ry frag ile m e tapho rica l

n e tw o rk invo lv ed in su ch a p ro cess . th ey add : 'T h e chu rch te lls its ow n sto ry in w ay s b e tw een th e ex trem es o f

b ecom ing m ere ly a rep e titio n o f th e pub lic s to rie s a lready a t h and , o r o f b e in g so rad ica lly d iffe ren t from th e

pub lic s to rie s th a t n o m ean ing fu l conn ec tio n is po ss ib le ' (c fL a teg an 1992 :627 ; 1994 :131 -133 ).

In con cu rren ce w ith th e b as ic p e rsp ec tiv e s o f th e N ew T estam en t do cum en ts , M iille r and Sm it (1 994 :399 -

406 ) fu rth e r a rgu e th a t th e b as ic id en tity and ch a rac te r o f th e chu rch ough t to b e v is ib le w hen sh a rin g its s to ry in

pub lic w o rsh ip (a s a litu rg ica l ac t) . T h a t m ean s th a t th e chu rch h as th e ob lig a tio n to p ro c la im , ce leb ra te and liv e

th e one, strange, full, and true story o f G od th e F a th e r o f Je su s C h ris t. o f C h ris t a s p a rab le o f G od 's rad ica l and

uncond itio n a l g race and ca re fo r s in n e rs , s trang e rs and su ffe re rs . and th e life -g iv in g and life -en ab lin g S p irit o f

C h ris t; and to w res tle w ith its im p lica tio n s fo r a n eedy so c ie ty . In S ou th A frica in p a rticu la r th e re is an u rg en t

n eed fo r th e C h ris tian chu rch 'to b e th e p lace w he re o th e r vo ice s . in c lu d ing tho se from th e bo ttom and th e edg es .

and esp ec ia lly th o se from th e m arg in a lised and th e v ic tim s , th e vo ice le ss and th e dow n trodd en . shou ld b e h ea rd '

(M iille r & Sm it 1994 :40 I) . T h e th ru s t o f th e N ew T estam en t do cum en ts is an in v ita tio n to th e rich d iv e rs ity o f

so c ie ty , race s . sex es , c la sse s and cu ltu re s - a ll to b e in c lu d ed in th e on e chu rch , u nd e r th e fu lln e ss o f th e lo rd sh ip

o f C h ris t (c fO g le tree 1983 : 152 -168 ; E ph I: 1 0 ). A t th e sam e tim e th e chu rch is ch a rac te rised by its holiness, by

its s trang e . a lien , p a radox ica l s to ry , 'w itn e ss in g to ... th e C om p le te ly O th e r. th e H o ly O ne ... T e llin g and

ce leb ra tin g th e C h ris tian s to ry m ean s lis ten in g to a 'd iffe ren t' s to ry . a s to ry o f ch a lleng e and ca llin g , o f conv e rs io n

and ch ange ' (M iille r & Sm it 1994 :403 ).
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in a way contradictory to their own nature, and can therefore not be considered as normative.

A t the m om ent the Sou th A frican socie ty is undergo ing a very rap id transition from what

m ay broad ly be described as a (hom ogeneous) p rem odern to a (p lu ra listic) m odern and even

postm odern phase (S rn it 1994a:20-21). The ev il sp irit o f 'apartheid ' (as sex ism , racism ,

classism , trad itionalism , etc), a 'd iv id ing w all o f hostility ' (Eph 2 : 14), has deep ly d isto rted the

sense of hum anity , the iden tity and ethos of all peop le . N o-one is unaffected by it, even those

w ho do no t realise it: the poor and the rich , w om en and men, b lack and white . W e all carry

personal scars and the scars o f our coun try 's h isto ry .

For such a deep ly broken situation to be cured , asks fo r no th ing less than a m iracle . The

Christian churches in Sou th A frica , as w ell as B ib lica l S tud ies and Christian E th ics as part o f a

broader re lig ious education programm e, face an enorm ous challenge to recla im the

transfo rm ative P t0 ten tia l o f the b ib lica l w ritings as an inv ita tion to accom plish a healed and fu ll

body of C hrist. 6 It inv ites C hristians to d iscuss eth ics in communion (Fow l & Jones 1991 : 110-

134), and to first o f a ll develop w hat R ichard N iebuhr (1941 :84-86) calls 'a comm on m em ory ':

W hen m en (sic) en ter in to a new comm unity they no t on ly share the presen t life o f their

new com panions bu t a lso adop t as their ow n the past h isto ry of their fe llow s ... Where

common memory is lacking, where men (sic) do not share in the same past there can be no

real community, and where community is to be formed common memory must be created

(ita lics EM ).

Th is m eans that C hristians - peop le sharing the b ib lica l perspective of reconcilia tion - have

to listen to the sto ries o f all the peop le in Sou th A frica , particu larly those w ho have no t been

considered as im portan t in the past, and to adop t the past (sins) o f o ther g roups as our ow n, and

to risk to fo rg ive them and ourselves fo r w hat w e have done to each o ther. Th is w ill a llow us

the opportun ity to lam ent the loss of our fu ll hum anity fo r such a long tim e, and to grow from

remembering our inherited trad itions of alienation to dismembering them in the ligh t o f C hrist's

healing love. The docum ents o f the N ew Testam ent w itness to Christ's pow er to transla te

d ifferen t sto ries in to one new sto ry (cf Eph 1 :10), in to a new common memory, which m igh t

becom e a common hope fo r the fu tu re . H opefu lly the presen t m om ent w ill becom e a kairos, a

reb irth , a resu rreC tion in term s of re th ink ing , re-im ag in ing and redefin ing our hum anity . I?

Hopefu lly it w ill free us to respond tru th fu lly to the presence of the liv ing G od , and to act now.

An eth ical read ing of the B ib le today does no t a llow for final, unalterab le answ ers,

decisions and certa in ties. It ra ther encourages and challenges us to live patien tly and hum bly

w ith the tension of risk , paradox , pain , and even rid icu le . A ppropria ting the alternative v ision

of these w ritings in term s of the fo rm ation of m oral peop le , the transfo rm ation of a m oral

socie ty , and the in fo rm ation of m oral action , is a slow , life long , m ore often than no t

16 B earing in m ind the often negative ro le the B ib le has p layed in the h isto ry of SA , especia lly in tenns fo the

leg itim isation of m cism and sex ism (cf Sm it 1991 b), 'transfo rm ative po ten tia l' here refers to the search fo r a

communal justice. no t in an abso lu tistic w ay that o f a particu lar in terest g roup , necessary though it m ay be under

g iven circum stances. In the con tex t o f th is essay 'transfo rm ative po ten tia l' is therefo re to be regarded as post-

feministic and post-liberalistic.

17 In concurrence w ith A ckerm ann 's re la tional an th ropo logy (1991 : 100-103 ; 1992 : 16-23) and fem in ist theo logy as

libera ting prax is (1994 :201-208), the key w ords in m y proposal are 're la tionality ' and 'risk '. 'R ela tionality as basis

fo r a transfo rm ative v iew of hum anity is ... concerned w ith our re la tionsh ips w ith ourselves, w ith one ano ther,

w ith G od and w ith our env ironm ent' (A ckerm ann 1991 : I 02). It is the opposite o f a lienation , apathy and

exclusion . 'R isk ' refers to the courage, energy and comm itm ent requ ired to deal w ith the deep ly en trenched pow er

of patriarchy and o ther fo rm s of oppression (cf A ckerm ann 1994 :207). C hrist is our m odel w ith regard to th is

stereoscop ic v ision of transfo rm ation .
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cumbersome process. There is no instant way toward accomplishing it. It is a narrow road

which calls for a hermeneutic of trust, hope and commitment.

In the final analysis the key to the transformative potential of the Bible as a continuing

resource for Christian ethos and ethics is a moral choice. 'W e are what we repeatedly do',

A ristotle once said. 'Excellence then, is not an act, but a habit'. Phrased in terms of the

intended rhetorical effect of the biblical w ritings: As Christians we are what we repeatedly

choose to be. We see according to the 'glasses we wear'. And how we live is the result of what

we see, of who we are.
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