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David J. Goa 
 

The Bible and the Land of Shades: 

Divine Justice and How We Read the Bible 

__________ 

abstract 

For the last hundred years or so a substantial number of Christians have 

been divided on how to read the Bible. Two schools of thought have 

emerged and in no place more strongly than in North America. Evan- 

gelical-Literalists have read the Bible  through  the  eighteenth-century  lens 

of rationalism, often looking for proof texts based on historical or scientific 

evidence. Their opponents, liberal-modernists, have likewise drawn on 

eighteenth-century rationalism, but in the interest of scepti-   cism rather 

than dogmatism. The fruit of the way these co-dependent twins, as I call 

them, have approached their reading has been to deeply limit the spiritual 

power of scripture and to  frame the engagement  with scripture in ways 

that have done  little to help Christians speak to   the need for healing in 

our world. Rather, they have often extended human suffering through using 

scripture texts to justify actions against communities viewed as outside the 

reach of Divine love. In this paper I will briefly explore how Christian 

communities came to read the scripture in ways that reduce it to a 

presumed historical narrative and atrophy its spiritual power to speak to 

injustice and invite the hearer     to listen to their better angels and act out 

of compassion and mercy and seek healing instead of revenge? I will then 

articulate a third way scripture has been read by the faithful, an ancient and 

spiritual way that understands the depth of the human propensity to make  

of the  living  God a kind of pagan military deity in service to human  

passion. 

 



divine justice, human despair 

Even if such words as wrath, anger, hatred, and many meager 

others are pressed into speaking of the Creator, we should not 

suppose that He ever does anything in anger or hatred or zeal. 

Many such figures are employed in the roiling span of Scripture, 

provisional terms far removed from Who He Is. Even as our 

own, relatively rational persons have already been tweaked, 

increasingly if slowly made more competent in holy understanding 

of the Mystery, namely, that we should not take things quite so 

literally, but should suspect (concealed within the corporal surface 

of unlikely narratives) a hidden providence and eternal knowl- 

edge guiding all so too we shall in future come to see the sweep 

of many things to be quite contrary to what our current, puerile 

processes afford us. 

— Saint Isaac the Syrian1

Substitutionary atonement is not a sacrifice required by God. It is a 

demonstration of just how cruel we can be to even the best. And, 

when we glimpse this, as did Longinus, named by tradition as the 

centurion in charge at the crucifixion of Jesus,2 we may open to 

God’s love. 

I received a letter from a person who entered the Orthodox 

Church in midlife. He was raised and lived his early adult life within 

the context of one of the many wings of pious Protes- 

1 Quoted in Love’s Immensity, Mystics on the Endless Life , adaptations and trans- 

lations by Scott Cairns (Brewster, Massachusetts: Paraclete Press, 2007). St Isaac († 

c. 700 ce) was a monk of the Chaldean church from Beit Quatraye, possibly Qatar 

on the Persian Gulf. He served briefly as bishop of Nineveh sometime before 

680, and is  therefore  often known  as  St  Isaac of  Nineveh, but resigned after a  

few months and returned to the solitary life.  He is  one of   the most mature and 

gentle authors on the spiritual life and contributed to the development of the 

hesychastic tradition.in the Orthodox   church. 

2 See Mark 15:39; Matthew 27:54. 

2 
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tantism. He wrote of a long struggle with a deep sense of un- 

worthiness before God. He described a seesaw pattern. No sooner 

would he come to rest in the grace of the  Holy Spirit  than he was 

overwhelmed by images of divine judgement. His entrance into 

the Orthodox Church  was  prompted  in  large  part by his 

experience of the love of God through the liturgy. God—the lover 

of the world, unfolded in the liturgical life and the theology of the 

Orthodox Church—was what his heart and mind desperately longed 

for.  He wanted to be bathed regularly   in God’s grace. He wrote 

to me because he had had another setback, plunged again into a 

swamp of unworthiness. 

My correspondent had come across the writings of Fr 

Vladimir Moss, also a convert to Orthodoxy, a  writer with 

an elaborate website devoted to theological issues and themes. 

Many converts have an appetite to correct, adjust, or provide a 

proper accent to the faith to which they have recently come.  It is 

an odd response, and Fr Moss would appear to have    a substantial 

appetite for it. It seems to me that since he became Orthodox, he 

has spent a great deal of time and intellectual energy trying to 

convert the Orthodox to  a  set  of theological and spiritual 

preoccupations that he deems essential, but which are actually 

quite foreign to the faith  of the  Eastern Church.  My 

correspondent began reading various texts posted on Fr Moss’s 

website and was completely taken aback at both the tone and the 

argument. Here was a priest of  the Orthodox Church  who, 

according to my correspondent, placed divine judgement  and 

condemnation at the centre of the spiritual life. Article after article 

on the site zealously marshalled biblical texts as indicators of divine 

judgement and punishment. My correspondent was plunged back 

into depression, shaped by his sense of unworthi- ness.     The 

fragile and hard-won peace of the Holy Spirit he had 



4 

tasted vanished, and in  his desolation, he wrote seeking a way 

out of the morass painted by Fr  Moss. 

I have often listened to people possessed of a spiritual 

passion for divine judgement and punishment. this 

appetite in a few people in all churches, and their fervour often 

vaults them into positions of leadership. I try to hear their 

favourite biblical texts on divine judgement as they hear them. 

Occasionally the echo of a deep personal pain emerges, a pain that 

has festered for years. And they use texts of divine judge- ment to 

mask this pain. A natural and deep sorrow over their  own missteps 

seems to have been pushed back, repressed and replaced by 

pulling forward what they presume to  be the anger  of God. Only 

when I finally hear the echo of their heart do I invite them to listen 

again to the biblical text, in the hope they may hear it in a new way. 

I ask some questions: Why do they hear divine judgement   in 

this text? What prompts them to treasure the judgement? Where 

in the text is the Lover of the world? Where is the revelation of 

Jesus Christ? Or, has their way of reading the text only revealed 

their own deeply troubled heart and wounded mind? I ask them 

to consider how a passion for judgement reshapes the mind and 

heart, how it affects their conscience and their relationships. Does 

that reading serve to heal? Or does it simply deepen their own 

wounds and the wounds of the world? Does the reading open the 

wellsprings of compassion, making  the reader more sensitive and 

responsible for those who, in our interpretation of the text, seem to 

be under divine judgement? Are we moved to seek the healing of 

those we think are condemned? After considering these 

questions, I then  together with them  on Jesus Christ, both 

as  teacher and   model, 
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and consider how such texts were spoken by him. Did he speak 

them with the cathedral voice of a  judge?  Or, did he  read them 

with a broken voice, a voice that carried tears of solidarity, the 

sorrow of human tragedy, the compassion of a loving Father? 

A preoccupation with divine justice is dangerous for the 

spiritual life. Over five decades, I have talked with many 

people who have been diverted from a relationship with the Love 

of the world by arguments that reduce the one Lord of all history 

to a vengeful god, a type of Baal, Zeus, or Moloch.3 This 

misidentification of God is not surprising, for it is precisely this 

deeply human issue that is being worked out in the narratives of 

the Hebrew Bible from Genesis to Malachi. The misidentification of 

the Creator and Sustainer of Life with gods of vengeance and 

divine justice is idolatry, and the antidote to idolatry culminates 

for Christians in the Gospel depiction of the rabbi from Galilee 

who laid down his life rather than passing on the suffering. He 

taught and showed us that the mercy seat, not the throne of 

judgement, is at the centre of creation. When the mercy seat 

disappears into the shadow cast by the judgement throne, many 

sensitive people are driven into the land of shades, unable to 

glimpse or encounter the Lover of the world, losing all confi- 

dence. Like my correspondent, they are tempted  to  despair of ever 

coming to rest in God’s grace. When we see  ourselves solely from 

the perspective of sin, it is normal to assume that 

3 Baal was widely worshipped as a warrior-god in Canaan and was the consort 

of Ashtoreth (Ishtar), the daughter of battle. In the classical Greek pantheon, Zeus 

is king over all the gods, a powerful warrior and lord of justice. The Bible depicts 

Moloch as the god of both the Canaanites and Phoenicians to whom children were 
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God is the god of judgement and vengeance. It was so for Adam and 

Eve in the garden of Eden,4and it is still so for most of us.   In 

response to this confusion of our own self-loathing with our 

perception of God’s attitude, some have turned to atheism, perhaps 

trying to free themselves of an unconscious projection. Others 

have sought  out  one  form  of  illumination  or  another in the 

religions of the East. Most of my generation adopted a virulent 

form of secularism that completely discounted any and all 

consideration of the ineffable. As a result, their language of 

wonder, regard, and thanksgiving began  to  shrink  over  time, and 

any remnant of community withered into fraternal rela- tionships. 

This has been the awful cost to the Gospel of Life wrought by the 

misidentification of the Lover of humankind with a god of 

vengeance. It is an ancient idolatry, and the most costly idolatry of 

the modern  age. 

What is the root of this preoccupation with divine judge- 

ment? How does it come about that  women  and  men  who speak 

of an encounter with the compassionate Christ who has “saved 

them from their sin” and from despair can come to despoil the gift 

of life and re-image the Saviour and Divine Lover as  a  veiled 

form  of  Baal, Zeus, or  Moloch?  How does   it happen that those 

who claim to have been rescued from perdition turn their rescuer 

into a god of justice, punishment, war, or vengeance when they 

reflect on the sin of others? 

infatuated with divine justice 

Do not call God just, for His justice is not manifest in the things 

concerning you. Justice does not belong to the Christian way of 

life and there is no mention of it in Christ’s teaching.    Mercy 

4 Genesis 3. 
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and justice in one soul is like a man who worships God and the 

idols in one house. Mercy is opposed to justice [. . .]. As grass 

and fire cannot coexist in one place, so justice and mercy cannot 

abide in one soul.  As a grain of sand cannot counterbalance  a 

great quantity of gold, so in comparison God’s use of justice 

cannot counterbalance His mercy. The man who chooses to con- 

sider God an avenger, presuming that in this manner he bears 

witness to His justice, the same accuses Him of being bereft of 

goodness. Far be it that vengeance could ever be found in that 

Fountain of love and ocean brimming with goodness! 

— Saint Isaac the Syrian5
 

 

The history of religions, including Christianity, is filled with 

struggle over the image and meaning of divine judgement and 

condemnation, God’s justice and our unworthiness, places of 

purgation, and eternal punishment.  The  struggle  is  deep  and the 

implications are many and varied. Our images of God shape  our 

self-understanding, our relationship to others and to the world. 

And, conversely, our self-image reflects and shapes our image of 

God.  Is God the divine judge?  If so, what is required   of me? Is 

God the Lover of creation? If so, what is required of  me? Our 

images of God and how these images despoil or bless our life is all 

too often a central metanarrative of our reading    the Bible. In and 

through the Bible’s narratives, we have a revelation of idolatry and 

many examples of how the mind and heart work when captive to 

the shadow places of shame  and  guilt. We also see this struggle 

unfolding in the lives of saints and, often enough, in our own lives.  

The question  of  how we  are to think of God echoes through the 

writing of the church fathers  and  spiritual  mothers  of  the  

Christian  tradition.   This 

5 Homilies 48 and 51, in The Ascetical Homilies of St Isaac the Syrian, translated 

by the Holy  Monastery (Boston, Massachusetts, 1984). 
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should not surprise us. Perhaps most of the human family has lived 

in the fear that the divine, the mystery behind creation, is either 

inherently malevolent or at least needs to be propitiated on a 

regular basis. Without proper sacrifice, deities  turn sour and have 

their way in our lives. The American poet Archibald MacLeish, in 

his celebrated play JB, has a refrain: “If god is good he is not God. 

If God is God, he is not good.”6 He carries this refrain through his 

contemporary retelling of  the  Job  story  in the Hebrew Bible.  

Certainly one of the reasons this play became  so popular in the 

1950s was its deep resonance in the hearts of many. A number of 

years ago, the newly-minted American citi- zen and longstanding 

English journalist Christopher Hitchens published God Is Not 

Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (Sydney, Australia: 

Emblem, 2008), a book speaking to the shadow side of human 

responses to this struggle and bearing ample witness to its 

pervasiveness in the human mind. 

What is the  root of  the preoccupation with divine justice and 

punishment? For some people this preoccupation is easy to 

understand. They have suffered deeply at the hands of others,  and 

cannot imagine that their tormentor, having caused such pain, 

will get away with it. I have known a few people who suffered in 

this way as children, abused by those responsible for their care. 

Other women and men who survived concentration camps or 

ethnic cleansing cannot imagine the perpetrators getting away 

with it. There are also many who have been taught self-hatred by a 

religious or cultural worldview foisted on them. They, too, rest on 

the notion that in some final way the mis- creants  will  have to  pay 

for their abuse.   I have also met   many 

 

 

6 Archibald MacLeish, J.B. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Riverside Press, 

1958). 
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who had, by all reason, the right to view  their malefactor  this way 

and did not. They had suffered under Hitler, Stalin, or Pol Pot, at the 

hand of a rival tribe, a spouse, a father or mother, an enemy, or a 

spiritual authority. After a time and with consider- able struggle, 

each of them came to be anchored in such a way that they no longer 

ordered the world through the prism of this darkness. 

Others infatuated with divine justice may be a bit more 

 to understand. Some may have cultivated the habits of 

mind common (and perhaps necessary) in  the  adolescent stage  of 

development. They have the literalistic and absolutistic mindset 

that characterizes some thirteen-year-olds, and  they  may suffer 

from anxiety when forced to exercise judgement beyond the 

parameters of their one-dimensional worldview. The normal 

connections between layers of meaning are often either not made, 

or  else are  feared  and  resisted.  They may see the world through 

the prism of black-and-white absolutes operating on a single 

manageable layer. Other men and women preoccupied with divine 

justice have simple mental limitation. Complexity is beyond them, 

and they can only handle life by seeing it as a set of simple issues, 

the meaning of which is pre- determined. Others have abused drugs 

or alcohol and their mind has lost its natural elasticity. The normal 

pathways  between layers of meaning are atrophied  and  the 

symbolic capacity of  the mind has vanished. Their tolerance for 

not knowing what something may mean for others has dried up, 

and they insist on simple explanations for complex truths. 

Still others have abused the spiritual dimensions  of  their own 

life.  Recognizing how easy it is to ignore the witness of  their own 

conscience, they may have become fearful and sought refuge in a 

small set of absolutes.   They may  no longer be    able 
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to field the complexity of human experience, afraid of what it may 

reveal of their own experience. They have replaced the stance of 

faith with moral absolutes in order to protect them- selves from 

self-knowledge, and in doing so, they have placed themselves in 

danger of losing their capacity for the kind of compassion that runs 

like a golden strand through the whole of the Gospel, and that Jesus 

Christ came to restore to the human nature. 

Whatever the origins or  sources  of  the  mind’s  appetite  for 

divine judgement, the results are similar. We are stricken, unable 

to discern or lay claim to the struggle that is a common part of the 

mature experience of human beings who seek life- giving 

pathways.  The natural response of compassion for others   is a 

spiritual gift we acquire when we recognize the complexity and 

missteps in our own experience. When we refuse or are unable to 

do this, our capacity for compassion withers. Our appetite for 

divine judgement grows. Our mind becomes stranded on the 

island of its own  fear. 

The appetite for judgement and vengeance spins  out  into  the 

world. In no time at all, our moral absolutes find common cause in 

larger ideologies buttressed by particular political or theological 

perspectives. We deny the struggles of others and take  comfort in 

assuming we  have the  right and  proper way   of viewing and 

judging what is behind the struggle. We join a circle of well-

meaning people with a similar appetite, and begin to reorder the 

world accordingly. Ideology replaces spiritual discipline and the 

teaching of the Gospel. Fear replaces the stance of faith. The 

compassionate response in our heart  for  the suffering of others 

is buried by the righteousness we have come to treasure above all 

else. 



11 

The ideological frame of mind replaces the deep desire for 

virtue that is written on the human heart with a stance of judge- 

ment. The dynamic of our life together in the world is now 

thought of as unnatural, and thus sinful. What is part of human 

development and the struggle to find healthy ground and to 

deepen virtue is  experienced as destabilizing.  Anger  sets in, 

an anger that moves easily from the personal to the political, 

the social, and the  cultural.  Moralism provides  for 

the vengeance hiding below the surface of a wounded mind. It 

easily becomes the foundation and driving force behind the 

theological cathedrals built to justify unresolved passions. 7 This 

happens precisely because those actions are part of the mimetic 

contagion identified  by  René Girard in his  provocative book, I 

See Satan Fall Like Lightning (Ottawa: Orbis Books, 2002). 

Moralism is the heart of all scapegoat stories spanning the his- 

tory of human culture. It  thrives in  the land of  shades.  When 

we persist in understanding the world through this commonly- 

held prism, it is because we have not yet witnessed—no matter 

how much we may quote from it or frame our judgement in 

biblical terms—the one scapegoat story with a difference: the 

story of the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

In a haunting text in the Gospel, we hear Jesus speak of this 

ideological way of seeing the world.  Just before his   withdrawal 

7 “Passion” is the English word used to translate the Greek word for suffering used 

throughout the Greek New Testament. The  knowledge  of  the  inner  life and the 

spiritual disciplines of Orthodoxy are largely concerned with the human passions, 

what they reveal to those who suffer from them and how to work not    to have them 

dominate life. For an exhaustive consideration of this subject, see Jean-Claude 

Larchet, Therapy of Spiritual Illnesses , translated from the French by Fr Kilian 

Sprecher, 3 volumes (Montreal: Alexander Press,  2012). 
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across the brook Cedron to the Garden of Gethsemane, he says, 

“These things have I spoken unto you, that ye should not be 

offended. They shall put you out of the synagogues: yea, the time 

cometh, that whosoever killeth you will think that he doeth God 

service. And these things will they do unto you, because they have 

not known the Father, nor me.”8
 

It is an old habit of mind, ubiquitous in human culture. 

Moralism killed the rabbi from Nazareth just as it threatens all 

forms of the anointed life. Anytime we are inclined to cast others 

out of the kingdom, out of the church or out of our lives, we are  in 

danger of replaying what unfolds in the Garden of Gethsemane. This 

Gospel narrative is a revelation of how the mind and heart thin 

when captured by ideologies of  righteousness. 

In each of these ways, the human mind becomes a captive of an 

ideology instead of illumined by the love of God. It is a tragedy, and 

Christians are called to shed light on what is actually going on 

within the afflicted  person’s mind and heart.  We are called  to 

clarify the deep struggle taking place and distinguish its appetite for 

vengeance from the teaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Christians are called, with  the Holy Spirit,  to  seek the healing  of 

this mental and spiritual condition, to seek the liberation of those 

captured by what can only be an awful form of   bondage. 

 
reading  scripture  and  the  spiritual  life 

The apostle Paul, writing in Corinth in 58 ce, speaks of the deep 

longing for God, for what is ultimate in life,  written on  the heart 

of each person.9  This longing can be misappropriated,   and  its  

spiritual  impulse  turned  from  the  desire  for  God  to 
 

8 John 16:1–3 (King James Version). 

9 Romans 2:15. 
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a preoccupation with moral absolutes and divine justice. All 

human presumption about divine justice is based on how human 

justice works. Curiously, the very people who argue that God’s 

creation is completely fallen, those who hold to the doctrine of 

original sin,10which argues that the mind and heart are deformed 

from birth, also argue that they have somehow properly grasped 

and interpret divine justice.   Perhaps we should turn this around.   If 

I am inclined to take up the cudgels and do battle on God’s behalf, 

perhaps it is a mind possessed of unresolved passions  that is at 

work.  When  our mind and heart lose their moorings   in Christ’s 

love, we re-image God’s creation as polluted, see human 

experience as a  demonic struggle and, oddly, consider  our own 

judgement and understanding as providing the moral order 

appropriate to God’s justice. In order to mask this spirit- ual habit, 

proof text upon proof text is marshalled from both scripture and 

the writings of the church fathers to justify our argument for divine 

justice and express our moral indignation. Churches sometimes 

mistake this spirit of fear for piety, and elevate those possessed of 

it to the role  of  defenders of  truth  and moral absolutes. 

The Bible explores this spiritual disease and reveals to us 

its self-delusions. The Orthodox theology of the spiritual life 

builds on these biblical narratives and invites us to a “renewal of 

our mind”, to set fear aside and cultivate a disposition of faith. 

“Perfect love casts out fear”,12 and it is fear,  not doubt, that is the 

opposite of faith.  Again and again, the scripture narratives 

10 The doctrine of original  sin developed in  the  Latin wing  of  the church.  The 

Orthodox Church, in common with both Jewish and Islamic theological traditions, 

does not hold to  it. 

11 Romans 12:2. 

12    1 John 4:18. 
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map what happens when faith is replaced by fear. Fear is the 

primary pathway into idolatry, and always elevates justice over 

mercy, moralism over virtue, estrangement over relationship, self-

righteousness over compassion. From Adam and the patriarchs 

onward, we see those invited to live the covenant clothe their fear 

in law, in belief, and in ritual purity, and turn these gifts into a 

means for buttressing their fear and themselves against 

others. Within this  fear,  there  is  no  room for others, either within 

God’s care or  within  their own circle   of spiritual friendship. 

Unresolved passions  are  nurtured  by  fear and become the prism 

through which we understand our covenant relationships to God 

and others. Faith withers in the  face of these passions. The mind 

shrinks and the heart hardens and curves in on itself.13 We are no 

longer disposed to see the human struggle as the abode of God’s 

mercy. The suffering of others ignites our judgement and 

suppresses our compassion. When we invoke divine justice on  

others,  they  are  no  longer our fellow human beings sharing in 

the divine image.  Rather, they become mere symbols, unrighteous 

and immoral spiritual enemies whose sole purpose is to ignite our 

fear.   The withering   of faith brings a hardening of belief and a 

preoccupation with moral purity.  The place deep within us that 

faith has vacated    is 

filled with belief,14morals, and purity. 

No matter how thoroughly they may  ground their  arguments 

in biblical passages or moral principles, those who market fear 
 

13 In the sixteenth century, the Reformer Martin Luther wrote of sin as “a curving 

in on oneself”. 

14 The church has taught in  all  times and places that faith is  a disposition of  the 

mind open to discern the unfolding of God’s grace coming to greet us from  the 

future, and that belief is a secondary world, giving conceptual form to what the life 

of faith has given through  experience. 
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and anger remain possessed by undisclosed and unresolved 

human passions. While scripture may have always been used by  a 

few to argue divine justice, the type of text-mining required to 

make those arguments today was foreign to Jews and Christians 

until the modern period. Recently, some Orthodox Christians have 

adopted the habit of American evangelicals and fundamental- ists of 

using snippets of scripture as proof texts for one treasured moral 

principle or  another. Orthodox converts  with this habit  of mind, 

converts such as Fr Vladimir Moss, simply add to their battery of 

biblical proof texts the enormous body of texts drawn from the 

church fathers. They marshal texts from scripture and tradition 

using them to argue for divine justice in service to their ideology. 

The Orthodox Church  was  historically  immune  to this way of 

using scripture. It no longer is. We have entered a  new period in 

the history of this particular spiritual  epidemic. 

What is wrong with culling proof texts and lining them up one 

after another? It is a habit of mind that avoids the Gospel’s call for 

transformation. It eludes “the renewal of our mind”, replacing it 

with moralism and the posture of righteousness. If there is no love 

in our heart, and if our mind remains possessed  of unresolved 

passions, we have no choice but to think and act  out of our 

particular form of spiritual bondage. This is a com- mon struggle. 

Liberals and conservatives within the church both suffer from 

it. In the lives of many religious people, it stands as the last 

barricade isolating them from the call to a Christlike life, a life 

filled with compassion and grace, a life without fear, defending 

nothing. 

To help illuminate the question of proof texting and put 

forward an alternative, we  need to consider how the scripture has 

been heard by the faithful and how it becomes a key means   of 

revelation in their life, unveiling the mystery of their    passions, 
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revealing the love of God, and leading them to the renewal of their 

mind. How did Jesus learn the Torah? How do Jews hear and read 

the Torah? How has the Orthodox church shaped its 

understanding of scripture and its place within the Christian 

tradition? What is its use as part of the spiritual discipline of the 

faithful? 

how  did  jesus  learn  the  torah? 

Many years ago, I had the privilege of doing field research work 

in the  Jewish  community  in  Western  Canada.  I  was  seeking to 

understand how faithful Jews understood their spiritual dis- 

ciplines including synagogue life, biblical narratives, the law,  the 

tradition of blessings, and the gift of the pathway of Torah.     I 

wanted to glimpse how Torah informed and shaped their 

relationship to God and to the life  of  the world, how it  shaped the 

minds and hearts of men and women within the Jewish 

community whom I had increasingly come to see as close rela- 

tives of the rabbi from Nazareth. I also wanted to deepen my 

understanding of the formation of Jesus  Christ and his  family and 

community. 

Early on in my conversations, I heard each of the women and 

men I had come to know as friends speak about their  hearing 

of the Torah and how they came to learn its texts. Eve Pascoe15was 

the first one to tell me. When she was a small child growing up in 

Forest Hill in  Toronto, she  would often  wake  up to the sound 

of her father, a  distinguished lawyer,  chanting the early morning 

prayer.   She would trundle out of bed and  go to his study where 

he was  davening.  He stood, bound in    his 

15 Eve Pascoe, now of blessed memory, developed the Jewish archive and 

collection at the Provincial Museums of Alberta through a joint research pro- ject 

we undertook in the Western Canadian Jewish   communities. 
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phylacteries and wrapped in his prayer shawl (tallit). It was a large 

prayer shawl, she told me, the kind Orthodox Jews  prize.  He  had 

it draped over his head and hung down over his shoulders, covering 

his body like a large blanket, its fringes at each end almost 

touching the floor. She would run to him and  crawl under the 

prayer shawl.  Her father would not miss a  beat in   his prayer as 

he reached down to gather her up and wrap her tightly in his shawl 

and in his prayer. 

 

Harken O Israel: YHWH is  One! 

Now you are to love YHWH your God 

with all your heart, with all your being, 

with all your substance! 

These words, which I myself command you today, 

are to be upon your heart. 

You are to inculcate them in your children, 

and are to speak them in your sitting in your house 

and in your walking in the way, 

in your lying-down and in your rising-up.16 

 
A day or two after listening to Eve’s account of hearing the 

Torah on the lips of her father as she cuddled in his tallit, I thought 

of how common this has been in the Jewish community all the way 

back to  Nazareth.  I  thought of Jesus, a year old or  so, perhaps 

having just learned to walk. He wakes in the early morning to the 

chant of his earthly father Joseph. The sun has  just come up and 

he  hears the same prayer that woke up Eve   in Toronto. He, too, 

trundles out of bed, scurries across  the simple  room to  the 

balcony overlooking Nazareth,  and  cuddles 

 

16 The Shema is the creedal prayer of Judaism. It is drawn from Deuteronomy 6:4–

8. The  Books of Moses, The Schocken Bible: volume I, translated by Everett Fox 

(New York: Schocken Books, 1995). 
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in under his father’s prayer shawl. The words from Deutero- nomy 

6:4–8 set themselves upon his heart: “Hear O Israel! The Lord our 

God, the Lord is   One.” 

For the last two thousand years, and back into the time of exile, 

Jewish children like my friend Eve and like Jesus, have learned the 

scripture by hearing it as prayer. They learned to commit scripture 

to memory and pray it as a song of the heart long before they 

engaged in debates about the veracity of a text  or disputes over the 

details, meaning, and application of the  law. 

Jesus first heard the Torah: “Harken O Israel: YHWH our 

God, YHWH is One!” Each sacred narrative washed over him 

from the tongue of his father,  washed over him as  a  prayer of  his 

heart, and of the heart of a community and tradition. When biblical 

text is chanted as prayer in the early morning and heard from the 

lips of our father, even passages that appear as trium- phant greet 

us  differently than when  we  read them silently in  our mind and 

through the prism of our private   passions. 

We may begin to grasp just how different this way of hear- 

ing the Torah is when we consider a story that comes down to us 

from Hillel the Elder, the last great rabbi before the fall of 

Jerusalem. He was a contemporary of King Herod the Great (37–

4 bce), of the same generation as Jesus’ earthly father and a bit 

older than the mother of Jesus. Jewish tradition sees the period 

of Hillel as classical Judaism, a period of vitality and openness. 

During this period, Jewish tradition had the capacity to 

“communicate with its neighbouring religious worlds without 

fear;  nimbly adapt some Greek ideas  without losing   ground”. 17
 

17 Nahum N. Glatzer, Hillel the Elder: The Emergence of Classical Judaism (New 

York: B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundations, 1957): 13. See Glatzer’s lovely introduction 

to  the  book  discussing  Hillel’s era. 
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It  also  had the clarity to reject the new “Roman” order.  It  was   a 

period when the faith was lived without fear, present to each 

challenge that came along. This is the context in which Hillel tells 

us about a  student and rabbi studying the Torah together and their 

discussion about the words of the  Shema. 

The pupil asks the rabbi, “Why are we told to place these 

words upon our hearts? Why does it not tell us to place these 

words in our  heart?” 

In fact, the question already lives within the differing 

translations of the text. The Hebrew, al-levavekha, means 

“upon your heart,” but in the vast majority of the English 

translations it is rendered as “in your heart.” It is as though the 

translators, like the pupil in the story, cannot under- stand why 

it is said “upon your heart.” 

Why, then, are we not told to place these words, these 

root words of the entire teaching, in our    heart? 

The rabbi answers: “Because,” he replies, “we are 

unable to put these words into our heart.  All that we can  do 

is to place these words upon our  heart.” 

The pupil waits. He  has  come  to  understand  that the 

teaching is about himself, myself, one’s own being. The ideas 

are about me, here, in front of the question of myself. Hearing 

the rabbi’s reply, more of the question begins to form on the 

pupil’s lips: Then what am I to do? What are we to do? But 

before he can speak it, the rabbi answers. 

“Our hearts are closed. All we can  do  is  to  place these 

words upon our heart.  And there they stay . .  . 

“. . . until one day the heart breaks . . . and the words 

fall in.”18

18 Jacob Needleman, Why Can’t We Be Good? (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/ 

Penguin, 2007): 18–19. 
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Hearing biblical narrative out of the brokenness of one’s 

heart changes everything. No  longer is the  Bible a  source to  be 

mined for material to justify battle with a presumed enemy. No 

longer is one’s stance before biblical text the stance of one 

seeking proof.  No  longer is the purpose behind the searching  of 

the scripture building a theological cathedral in order to be 

assured that one’s belief system or moral system can hold up   in 

light of God’s judgement or be exercised on behalf of God’s 

judgement. Hearing each biblical narrative with a broken heart 

humanizes even the vilest  characters  whose  struggles  grace its 

pages. David is the beloved of God, the patriarchs are all 

redeemed from their missing of the mark, and  the  disciples who 

abandoned Jesus in his time of trial are ushered into a new 

creation. Each one of them might reflect my own struggle, my 

passion, my estrangement from the Lover of  the  world. Each 

might project my despoiling of the divine image and my failure to 

see the Sustainer of Life in those whom I have come  to fear and 

despise. Hearing biblical narratives with a broken heart unveils 

the mystery of my own heart, my hidden passions, my utopian 

dreams,  and  nostalgia.  The  scripture  becomes  the most human 

of stories, the image of the divine the most abused, and God’s 

love the most consistent and sustaining dimension of reality. 

 

how  do  jews  hear  the  torah? 

Torah is first and foremost the prayer of the community over time, 

poured out before God.   The Bible is prayer intended to    be heard 

by the faithful so that their passions are unveiled and they can 

move a little closer to recovering of the image and likeness of 

God in which they were created. That is why for Jews  and  

Christians  prior  to  the  modern  world,  the primary 



21  

place of scripture has been as prayer within a worshipping com- 

munity. Torah is meant to  be  heard  together  with  others  so that 

all the different preoccupations, joys  and  sorrows,  desires and 

foolishnesses, echo to its life-giving words. 

The reading of Torah is a communal act. Many years ago while 

studying in Chicago at a university surrounded by a large Jewish 

community, I would often take an early morning walk an hour or 

so before the winter sun made an appearance. The only people I 

would encounter were Orthodox Jewish men moving briskly along 

the sidewalk toward one of the many local syna- gogues. 

Occasionally we would exchange a muffled “shalom”. They were 

often bundled up in a heavy coat, a scarf wrapped tightly around 

their neck, and with a fedora on their head. The cold winter wind 

off Lake Michigan cut through the morning  with an unforgettable 

sharpness. Each of  them  held  tight  to what I later learned was 

their tallit bag. In it were a prayer shawl, phylacteries, and, perhaps, 

their personal copy of the Pentateuch and Haftorahs or the Siddur 

Tifereth David, the book of daily prayers for the whole year. They 

were on their way to join the early morning service at the 

synagogue.  If ten men were present,  a minyan, they would also 

have an opportunity to take out the Torah scroll and read the 

appointed texts for the day.19
 

I commented on these encounters to a  professor  of  mine who 

had a deep sense of the place where he lived. He told me about one 

of the first deans of the seminary also located on the campus.   The 

dean was from Sweden and had studied Hebrew   at the king’s 

university, Uppsala, early in the twentieth century. He was a 

Swedish pietist with a profound love of the Bible and 

 

19 While a  minyan continues to be as ten men by the Orthodox   wing 

of Judaism, the Conservative and Reformed wings now include  women. 
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of the Hebrew language. Back in the 1930s, he was walking, as I 

had done, down to Lawrence Avenue in the heart of the Jewish 

community. It was a weekday morning and the sun was about 

to come up. As he walked by one of the synagogues, an elderly 

man came out the door and looked up and down the street. 

Seeing no one else, he rushed down the steps to the dean of the 

seminary, catching him by the elbow and saying in Hebrew, 

“Come, come, we need you to form the minyan.” The dean 

treasured the opportunities to speak Hebrew in the community 

that surrounded the seminary and responded with pleasure, 

entering the synagogue for the morning service. Now there were 

ten so the Torah could be opened and heard in the company of 

the faithful. 

Why this spiritual discipline of reading the Torah only in    the 

presence of at least ten other members of the community? The 

Torah was written by the community, within the community, and 

for the community. The community is  its natural context,  and the 

narratives are most appropriately heard by those who stand within 

the tradition and share a life together with their fellow Jews. This 

discipline also provides the context that tem- pers how the 

individual hears any particular narrative. Insisting that a minyan is 

present for taking out the Torah challenges  each person to place 

their personal hearing into conversation with the way others hear 

the text and what they make of it. The Torah is  only  heard  

properly  in  a  dialogical  context. 20 The 

20 Martin Buber and Franz Rosensweig, Scripture in Translation, translated by 

Lawrence Rosenwald with Everett Fox (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 

University Press, 1994); Steven Kepnes, The Text as Thou, Martin Buber’s Dialogical 

Hermeneutics and Narrative Theology (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 

University Press, 1992); and chapters on the Bible in Dan Avnon, Martin Buber, The 

Hidden Dialogues (New York: Rowman &  Publishing Inc.,   1998). 
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meaning of biblical narratives is elastic, for the narratives are 

capable of speaking to many and varied circumstances.   It is     as 

if the spiritual discipline of the minyan warns of the danger  in 

hearing the scripture on one’s own, bereft of the many and varied 

ways others hear the same text. Herein is a spiritual in- sight.  Most 

of us  cannot help but hear scripture in  the context  of our own 

passions, our own struggles. Scripture narratives  may help these 

passions surface.   That is part of the purpose    of scripture: to 

bring to the  surface  what  is  lying  hidden  in our heart so that 

it may be seen in the light of day, become conscious, and, where 

necessary, be healed.  It  is deemed an  act of compassion within 

Jewish tradition to ensure that our hearing is in the midst of 

others. Without listening to  how others hear the text, we are in 

danger of taking our own parti- cular way of hearing literally and 

having our passions by what we  think is the word of 

God.   Since the word of God   is intended for healing and not for 

the igniting of passions, it is paramount that it be disciplined by the 

context of the community and the weight of the tradition handed 

down by the   rabbis. 

A number of other insights come to us when we understand 

something of the nature of the Hebrew text itself. Reading 

English translations of the Bible without any knowledge of how 

Jesus and his community heard the text  has also contributed in   a 

substantial way to the hegemony of the liberal-modernist and 

evangelical-literalist ways of reading that have colonized our ways 

of reading the scripture in North America. In the twentieth 

century, we had some wonderful companions and teachers to help 

us engage the text a bit more as Jesus engaged it, even  when we 

do not understand Hebrew.  One of these  teachers  who helped 

me clarify these issues and themes is the Jewish theologian and 

philosopher Martin Buber (1878–1965).     Buber 
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studied philosophy in Vienna, Berlin, and Zurich, became at- 

tracted to Hasidism, the mystical wing of Judaism that those of 

us who study religion often compare to pietism in Christianity 

and  in Islam.21 He taught comparative religion for a 

decade in Frankfurt, directed a Jewish adult-education pro- 

gramme there until 1938, when he fled to Palestine to escape 

the rise of Nazism. Along with Franz Rosenzweig, who many 

would argue is the greatest Jewish philosopher of the twentieth 

century, Buber translated the Hebrew Bible into German, the 

work of a lifetime, begun in 1926 and completed and published 

in 1954. Most of  us  first  learned of  Buber through his  book I 

and Thou, initially published in 1923. It is the seminal work on 

dialogue and human relationship and it also informed his 

understanding of how we ought to engage the scripture. 

Buber invites us, in his own words, to “read the Bible as though 

it were something entirely unfamiliar, as though it had  not been 

set before you ready-made …. Face  the book with a  new attitude 

as something new …. Let whatever may happen occur between 

yourself and it. You do not know which of its sayings and images 

will overwhelm and mould you ….  But hold  yourself  open.   Do 

not  believe  anything  a  priori;  do not 

21 Ignaz Maybaum, Trialogue between Jews, Christians and Muslims (London: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973). This study focuses on what  is  shared  in  various 

movements within  these three faith traditions.   While  the description   of what is 

shared in  these mystical traditions is  useful, the critical analysis, in  my judgement,  

is  misleading.  For a  consideration of  pietism  and the reading of scripture see my 

essays in David J. Goa, Cam Harder, and Eugene L. Boe, Pietism and the Challenges 

of Modernity (Camrose, Alberta: The Chester Ronning Centre for the Study of 

Religion and Public Life, University of Alberta,   2011). 

22 The new translation of The Schocken Bible, volume I, The  Books of Moses  by 

Everett Fox (New York: Schocken Books, 1995) draws on Martin Buber’s 

arguments and gives us an English Bible with a Hebraic  voice. 
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disbelieve anything a priori. Read aloud  the words written  in  the 

book in front of you; hear the word you utter and let it reach 

you.”23

The Bible, like virtually all ancient texts, is meant to be read 

aloud.24 The rhythm and sound of the words form part of the play 

of meaning in the text. When read aloud, the wordplay of the 

scripture becomes part of its revelatory character. Repetition, 

both of word and image, is also common throughout the scrip- 

ture, and very little of this is reflected in the English translations of 

the Bible, and none of it in modern recasting of the text. In 

Hebrew, repetition is a constant invitation to the hearer to hear 

again and again, this time from one side, this time from another 

side. Literary allusions also link one text to another across the 

various narratives and books of the Bible. This play within a 

narrative and between narratives, indeed, between the various 

books in the Bible, is central to the way the Bible is heard in 

Hebrew.25 Alliterations abound. Frequently one hears the same 

letter or sound at the beginning of or adjacent to portions of text. 

All these forms of speech make for active hearers instead of 

passive readers. 

The rhetoric of the text is such that many passages and sec- 

tions are understandable in depth only when they are  analysed, as 

Buber comments, as they are heard.      Our hearing is part of 

23 Taken from a recorded lecture Buber gave in German in 1926 and trans- lated 

by Anna E. Altmann. 

24 Augustine (354–430) comments that he once witnessed, to his astonishment, 

Ambrose reading silently. This is the first account we have in Western liter- ature 

of the move from reading aloud to silent   reading. 

25 This is echoed in the lectionary cycle of readings in Christian churches that, 

in each liturgy, invite the listener to hear the play of meaning between Hebrew 

Bible text, Epistle, and  Gospel. 
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the meaning of the text. Using echoes, allusions, and powerful 

inner structures of sound, the text is often able to convey ideas   in 

a manner that vocabulary alone cannot do. It is similar to a musical 

score. The musical score becomes music when it moves from the 

page through the musician to our ear. It is so with the biblical text 

as well. 

Buber also points out that the “primal” root meaning of 

individual words used in the Bible is central to the landscape of 

meaning present in the text. These primal root meanings need to 

be present also in the word used by the translator. 26 Buber 

attended to this in his German translation of the Hebrew Bible,   as 

does Rabbi Everett Fox in his recent English translation. 

Becoming accustomed to these primal  root  meanings deepens the 

gravity of the text in a dramatic way. No longer is it of interest to 

extract meaning from the surface of the text. Rather, one is in the 

presence of deep fertile ground seething with possibilities.  The 

word is a living Word.27
 

Another important technique with which biblical literature 

often conveys its message, and which must influence the trans- 

lation of the text, is what Buber called the “leading-word” ( Leit- 

wort) principle. Key leading words are repeated within a text to 

signify major themes and concerns, like a recurring phrase of 

music in a song or symphony. A leading-word operates on the basis 

of sound: the repetition of a word or word root encourages the  

listener  to  make  connections  between  diverse  parts  of a 

26 An example of this is the use of the word “face” in the narrative of Jacob, his 

deception of his father in order to get the birthright, his flight and final return to 

meet  his  brother Esau. 

27 These particular characteristics of Biblical Hebrew are discussed in The 

Jewish Annotated New Testament, Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, editors 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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story (or between narratives) and to trace a particular theme 

throughout. 

Buber also suggests that the Western habit of seeking meaning 

at the end of a story is not how biblical text works. As a narra- 

tive unfolds, meaning will be at play in the midst of the narrative, 

never at the end of it. It will also echo in other biblical narra- 

tives, and a world of meaning is revealed between the narratives. 

Joshua at the border of Canaan,28 for example, carries within it 

the echo of the narrative of Abraham when he stood in that place 

with his nephew Lot and faced the choice between settling near 

the people who were already there or taking up the promise and 

settling in rougher places, hoping to make them fruitful.29
 

the orthodox christian understanding 

of scripture 

The Orthodox tradition of Christianity understands and engages 

scripture in a similar way to Jewish tradition. Scripture, holy 

tradition, and ecclesia30 are held together as interdependent as- 

pects of divine revelation inseparable from each other.31 Scripture 

is, first and foremost, heard as prayer, chanted in the liturgical cycle 

of services. It is heard within the gathered ecclesia, an equivalent 

for the minyan, by those who have joined together to work out their 

salvation. In the liturgy, we are called to hear the scripture  speak  to  

our self-understanding and what  we know of 

28 Exodus 17. 

29 Genesis 12-13. 

30 ’E , Greek for “the gathered community”, the church. 

31 See the superb essay, “Scripture and Tradition in the Church”, by Theodore 

G. Stylianopoulos in The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology , 
edited by Mary B. Cunningham and Elizabeth Theokritoff (Cambridge Uni- versity 

Press, 2008): 21–34.  I have drawn heavily on this essay. 
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each other’s struggles and joys. It opens and deepens a regard for 

others, and places each person’s life and that of the community, 

including their struggles and missteps, into the light of the Gospel 

echoing in all the texts prayed in the  liturgy. 

Scripture, holy tradition, and ecclesia work together. They 

cannot be separate one from the other. When we do separate  them 

or rip them out of the centrality of the Gospel, we are subject to a 

profound and dangerous misreading. Through prayer, we seek to 

hear and understand each passage of scripture  in dialogue with holy 

tradition and the church as we  listen for  the Word that illuminates 

our life together with each other and our stance in the life of the 

world. The whole of the scripture is revelation, the First as well as 

the Second Testament, 32not as historical fact, but as living 

testimony to the spiritual life of the human being and the 

community struggling for faithfulness and healing.   The First 

Testament is, as the patristic Fathers taught,   a book also about 

Christ. All theophanies in the Hebrew Bible  are understood by  

the  Orthodox  tradition  as  manifestations  of Jesus Christ. In 

and through its various narratives and in conversation with holy 

tradition and with the locally gathered ecclesia, we come to 

understand these texts “not [as] simply docu- ments from the past, 

but living testimonies to the marvelous things that happened”

and continue to happen. All three, scripture, holy tradition, 

ecclesia, work together for our under- standing and unfolding of 

the gospel. All three call forth the  good news  that  heals division 

and  ushers in  the new    creation. 

32 The terms “Old Testament” and “New Testament” are misleading conven- tions. 

From an Orthodox perspective, the Old Testament is known simply as the First 

Testament and the New Testament as the Second Testament. 

33 Robert Louis Wilken, “How to Read the Bible”, First Things, no. 181 (March 

2008): 25. 
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These three, together, are revelatory, and  Orthodoxy teaches  we 

do not have one without her two sisters. When we rip a  portion of 

scripture out of the context of holy tradition and its proper 

landscape in the ecclesia, our understanding, relationships, and 

spiritual  disciplines become skewed.  We  are  vulnerable  to 

misread the revelation, confuse a narrative intended to illum- inate  

the propensity of the  human mind for idolatry, and  take    it as a 

description of the divine nature and judgement. The “mighty acts 

of God”34 stand in contrast with the humble acts and teaching of 

Jesus Christ. The tragedy in this return to “paganism” dressed up 

in biblical and Christian rhetoric is not simply theological. It skews 

our relationships, including our self-understanding, and leads to 

speaking words of judgement and wrath instead the Word of 

healing that is “everywhere present and fills all things, a treasure 

of blessing”,35a life-giving Word. Our capacity for compassion and 

service, the fruit of the Gospel, is submerged. We portray the Lover 

of the world as a deity filled with the worst of human appetites. 

Jesus Christ as model and teacher is marginalized, and the whole 

of  the scrip- ture becomes a puzzle instead of a  coherent pattern  

heard in  light of the divine presence. 

34 The term “mighty acts of God”, while drawn from Acts 2:11 (   

  ), where it referred to the divine wonders from creation through Pente- cost, 

has been elaborated on in both Catholic and Protestant circles to include narratives 

of divine judgement and punishment, in  an  attempt  to  rationalize what were taken 

as the actions of God the Father in the Old Testament and  square them with Jesus 

Christ in the New Testament.  This  became the blue- print for the theological 

cathedral required by the scholastic theology of the  West, and has led to  the 

supersessional notion that  revelation evolves from  Old Testament to New 

Testament, from synagogue to church. 

35 This phrase is from an invocation that begins all liturgies in the Orthodox 

Christian tradition. 
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Orthodox Christian tradition never developed a separate 

discipline called “biblical theology” as happened in the wake of 

the Reformation and as competing Protestant churches worked 

out, each with their particular emphasis and set of insights. 

Orthodox theology is  a  theology of  the spiritual life,  and it   is 

held together by the mutual interdependence of scripture, 

tradition, and ecclesia. How is each of these interdependent 

dimensions of the spiritual life understood, and why is each of 

them, working together, necessary for the maturing of the life    of 

faith and the capacity to lay hold of the mind of   Christ? 

Theodore G. Stylianopoulos suggests that the primary 

purpose of scripture is not to offer us a body of knowledge about 

God as if that knowledge would assure our salvation. Rather, 

through scripture, we see the life of the Hebrew and early 

Christian communities as an example of the common human 

journey, our  struggle,  alienation  from  and  restoration to 

communion,  our  journey  of  self-disclosure. This  journey  of 

self-disclosure is the central human story. It begins in the garden 

of Eden and moves through  the lives of  the patriarchs  and 

matriarchs, judges, prophets and kings, exiles  and  those  who 

cling to homeland, disciples and the fledgling early com- munities 

of the people of the Way. Read as history, these narratives are the 

object of numerous debates and theological exercises, of scholarly 

interest, but secondary  to  the  spiritual life. Modern biblical 

studies sought to understand these texts chiefly in the context of 

near Eastern history, culture, and literature.36 As the evolving 

methology of biblical studies pursued in  secular universities 

came to  supersede the    church’s 
 

36 Stylianopoulos: 28–29. 
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understanding of scripture as serving essentially liturgical and 

spiritual purposes over the past 150 years, knowledge about the 

historical veracity of the texts became the discipline’s primary 

task. Holy tradition and the ecclesia were set aside as the context 

in which scripture could be understood, and the place of scripture in 

the spiritual life came to be of no account. The spiritual meaning 

of text as “living testimony” was banished, except when  it was used 

to appeal to the three preoccupations of the hermen- eutic of  

suspicion—gender,  racism,  and  power.  In  the  hands of modern 

biblical scholarship, the Bible became an artifact of history and 

culture, to be understood in and of itself. It was removed from holy 

tradition and from its home in the ecclesia. 

This recent chapter in the history of biblical scholarship came 

about because of a habit of mind that developed in the after- math 

of the Reformation. Endeavouring to eradicate what they saw as 

the errors of the Roman Catholic Church, the Reformers elevated 

scripture to a position of primacy over against tradition, and 

challenging the proprietary place of the ecclesia in the order of 

hunan salvation. At best, they wanted to make room for biblical text 

to speak directly to the human heart. While a worthy aspira- tion in 

light of the reaction against Roman Catholicism, such a shift 

quickly led to a whole range of problems, not the least of which 

was trying to make sense out of the great diversity of biblical 

narratives and square them with each other and  with the Gospel. 

Huge theological cathedrals were erected in an attempt to justify 

their reading of God’s acts of justice and the death-dealing that 

ensues in some stories with God’s acts of forgiving love in others, 

and the way life  is pulled from death   for an elect few. Increasingly 

biblical narratives were read as “salvation history”, the mighty 

acts  of God  in  the life  of    the 



32  

elect. They were not read as the story of our spiritual ancestors 

struggling with their idolatry and being called back again to 

confession and restoration. Scripture was turned into sacred his- 

tory. It was lost as a “sacred road map for our self-disclosure”, 37 

inviting us to the healing of our passions, the recovery of com- 

munion with the mystery of God, and to our vocation for healing 

a suffering world. Concern for the historical veracity of scrip- 

ture became an end in itself, a closed circle of historical meaning, 

a past turned in on itself. In the Orthodox understanding of the 

spiritual life, scripture is calling us to “true realities” (ta pragmata), 

the spiritual heart of all life, the mystery of the new creation    

in Jesus Christ. Rather than building theological cathedrals to 

justify the God of the Old Testament to the living Lord of the 

Gospels, Orthodoxy invites us to see Jesus Christ at the heart of 

each and every narrative. What then do we do with those hard 

texts, texts that speak of God’s wrath and judgement? What are 

we called to discern in them? What are they revealing to us? If 

all scripture is revelation, as Orthodoxy teaches, why these fero- 

cious texts38so difficult to square with the love of God we see in 

Jesus Christ? What is being revealed by the disparity between 

the portrait of God in the Old and the divine presence incarnate 

in Jesus Christ in the New Testament? 

Scripture is not the word of God in some literal way, a notion 

that developed common currency in America early in the twen- tieth 

century. When embedded in the whole of the scripture, the faithful 

discern the healing Word of God “with varying clarity in various 

places”.  As narrative builds on narrative, as one  narrative 

 

 

37 Stylianopoulos: 22. 

38   For example Numbers 21:2–3,23–24; Deuteronomy 2:30–35; 7:2–6; 20:16–18; 

Joshua 6:17–21; 8:24–29;  10:28–40. 
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responds to another, the Word emerges to illuminate our current 

struggles in dialogue with the various accounts. Scripture is a 

divine and human book, a revelation of divine love and what 

happens when human passions misunderstand God. If  it  were not 

so, we as human beings would not be able to understand it, much 

less lay claim to its healing message for our own day. 

The Orthodox theological perspective suggests that we are only 

able to understand scripture when we see it in light of the divine  and  

human  dimensions  of  the  incarnation.   Scripture 

finds its proper meaning through the presence of Jesus Christ, who 

experienced the whole range of human attributes and struggles, 

apart from sin (Hebrews 4:15; 5:7). When we read  with the mind 

of Christ, we no longer orientate ourselves towards the text as if it 

was the original direct revelation, freeze-framing sacred events. 

Rather, its narratives invite us to consider where Jesus Christ, the 

anointed life, and the presence of God, are unfolding within our 

own experience and moment in history. Occasionally in biblical 

narrative, we see our spiritual ancestors turn around, respond to 

the presence of God, and come back     to their senses. The 

wounds of history are anointed, healing occurs, and suppleness 

returns to the life of the community. More often, however, we read 

of the rejection and despoiling of the anointed life, a type of 

crucifixion of the divine Word. It is often done in the name of God 

in biblical narrative as it is by   us in our own time. Christ’s 

passion runs like a deep red river though the whole of the Bible, 

from beginning to end. But the light of Christ is present as well, 

illuminating human passions and calling us to turn around to self-

giving love and the ending   of enmity. 

Many texts read as narratives of divine judgement are simply 

revelations of human passion assigned to God.  They are examples 
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of the mind turned in on itself. Often, in the same narrative, we 

read of the invoking of divine wrath in the first portion, and the 

proclamation of divine love quickly following. Read as a 

theology of God, it suggests two distinct and opposing natures 

within the divine. God is, at the very least, schizophrenic. What is 

curious is just how such biblical narratives reflect our own self-

understanding and  experience. Both the love of God and  the call 

to restoration are often present within us and sit along- side of our 

human passion, which is busy imaging the divine will to mirror 

our own will.   Both are present, but which one   of these images 

is nurtured will  depend on whether or not we   are dwelling in the 

mind of Christ and able to temper our own passions and keep them 

separate from our idea of the  divine. 

Over the last hundred years or so, the study of scripture    was 

taken over from the church by increasingly secular univer- sities. 

Departments of biblical and religious studies were devel- oped, 

and denominational seminaries began to hire graduates from these 

university programmes in order to accrue credibility deemed larger 

than the credibility offered by the church on her own. For the 

ancient church, however, scripture belongs not to the university, 

but to  the church. It was  written by the church,  for the church, 

and is only properly understood within the church, as St. Irenaeus of 

Lyon39 (c. 130–c. 200) argued as early as the second century. The 

Bible is composed of the respective com- munal memories of both 

Israel and the church, and Pentateuch  and Gospels were a 

treasured part of oral tradition long before they were written down.  

Justin  Martyr  (c. 100–c. 165)  called the  Gospels the  “memoirs”  

of  the  apostles,  and  they  were no 
 

39 Stylianopoulos: 24. 
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doubt recited with varying nuance from one fledgling gathering 

of the faithful to another, from Jerusalem to Lyon, Athens to 

Caesarea. It was simply not the case that the Bible existed free 

of the community that treasured it or free from the tradition   of 

Matthew or John, traditions formed by memory, recounting, 

and sacred text. The notion of “sola scriptura”40 contributed to the 

belief in a discarnate biblical world, where the understanding of 

scripture is no longer linked to a living community of faithful 

strugglers. But neither would “sola traditio” be appropriate, 

because “scripture and tradition are mutually interdependent 

along with the church”.41
 

Christians often forget that neither scripture nor tradition 

would exist if communities of people who, through their life 

together and their struggle for salvation, had not begun to see 

themselves as ecclesia. Church is foundational for both scripture 

and tradition. Scripture is a revelation born in the midst of such 

community, and tradition is the community’s way of beginning to 

remember all that their encounter with God and their struggle has 

meant over time to their spiritual  ancestors,  to  them, and  will 

mean to Christians in the future. The Pentateuch and the Second 

Testament tell this story. Abraham slowly began to discern the 

call of God to create a covenant community. Moses received his 

vocation “behind the mountain”, and became the great liberating 

prophet of the  Hebrew  people,  leading  them out  of slavery  to  

the border of the promised land.   The  Second 
 

40 “Sola scriptura” became a clarion call of the Reformed tradition early in the 

history of the Reformation. It was seen as a counter to “sola ecclesia”, the Roman 

Catholic teaching that  only within  the Catholic  church could salvation be found. 

41 Stylianopoulos: 25. 
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Testament also tells this story, as we read about the early for- mation 

of the disciples as they walk with Jesus Christ. Then the Acts of the 

Apostles and the letters of the apostle Paul describe what happens 

as the community of the followers of Jesus Christ begins to take 

shape. Paul’s experience and conversion gets a fulsome 

consideration. We read of his zeal as he persecutes the followers of 

Jesus Christ and, perhaps, even presides at the stoning of the first 

Christian martyr, the apostle Stephen. Only when he was blinded 

on the road to Damascus, then healed on Straight Street at the hands 

of Ananias, did he come to see the death-dealing fruit of his zeal and 

come to have it transformed into a life-giving faith that he, the 

zealous Jew, then began un- folding for Gentiles. 

In Orthodox spiritual theology, the scripture does have a 

distinct and critical role. It has the capacity to critique both 

tradition and the synagogue and church. We see the prophets wsho 

are engaged in this critique using the law in new ways that call for 

a deeper engagement with the covenant. Jesus Christ does this, 

and so do the apostles in their Epistles, which  form part of the 

Christian Bible.  Scripture in  the mouth of  a saint   can reveal the 

abuses of tradition and how a community  of those who 

understand themselves as faithful can so easily turn into a moral, 

theological, or ritual fraternity. Tradition, like scripture, can 

become a bludgeon in the hands of those with unconfessed 

passions. 

The Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century devel- 

oped, in large part, as a response to the abuse of tradition and 

church within  Roman  Catholicism. Martin  Luther’s  recovery of 

the primacy of God’s grace made it possible for him to per- ceive 

among the abuses rampant in the Catholicism of his day 
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the particular way tradition was used to shield common people from 

the  liberty  that  comes  with  faith.  Those  who  followed in his 

footsteps over the next century elevated the critique of a decadent 

use of tradition and ecclesia into a doctrinal stance. “Sola scriptura” 

placed the scripture not only above but often outside the ecclesia 

and, largely, if not always, in opposition to tradition. Some long-

term consequences of this are the sorry state of regard for tradition 

and ecclesia that characterizes a large part of Christian culture and 

a sense of confusion over what the scrip- ture really is. Separating 

scripture from tradition and ecclesia weakens all three, and none so 

much as  scripture. 

In the Orthodox understanding, it is the encounter  with Jesus 

Christ in the Gospels that unveils the love of God and the mystery 

of being human. In the incarnation, the two natures of Jesus Christ, 

a manifestation of divine love and the fullness of  the human 

nature, are held together. And, it is this revelation that calls the 

matriarchs and patriarchs, the prophets and kings, the poor and the  

stranger, the  Theotokos, Mary  of Magdala,  the apostles Peter, 

James, and John, the zealot Paul, his friend Barnabas, and even 

Longinus, the  centurion soldier at  the foot  of the cross, into the 

new creation. They were  drawn  together to form the ecclesia, 

the people gathered together because of a new self-understanding 

and a new way of living. This is why Orthodox theology says that 

the church is not formed by the Gospel. Rather, it is the 

transforming encounter with the living God that creates both a new 

being and a new community in and through which the Gospels 

themselves come to be revealed and written.  In the whole of 

scripture, from Genesis to Revelation, we read of women and men 

struggling with their various idol- atries, being wooed by  God’s 

grace, and invited  to  a new    way 
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of being. The Gospel is incarnate in each of their lives and we 

witness it when we encounter their portrait in the scripture. 42 

The Gospel, written in the church, for the church, and by the 

church as the work of the Holy Spirit, always has a human voice. 

We need to hear it within our own context and join our voice to 

those with whom we  have covenanted together in  the  church;  

in so doing, the Gospel’s purpose—the renewal  of  our mind 

and heart—may happen.   To treat the Gospel as an ancient text   

to be decoded, as a theological proof text, moral prescription 

manual, or talisman is to disembody  scripture,  to  remove  it  

from holy tradition and ecclesia. When we do this, we separate 

scripture from its purpose and make of it  what  it  was  never 

meant to be. And this is exactly what happened in the last 

hundreds of years as the scripture was reframed by evangelical 

literalism and liberal modernism. 

 

the  tragedy  of  the  co-dependent  twins 

The Jewish hearing of the scripture, rooted in prayer and com- 

munity, as well as the way  scripture has been  and continues to be 

engaged in  Orthodox Christianity  stands in  stark contrast  to  

the uses and abuses of scripture in  much of North America  in 

the twentieth century, where it has been turned to narrow 

ideological purposes and largely robbed of its spiritual power. 

Scripture has become the battleground between two perspec- 

tives, both needing each other as together they redefined the 

Christian tradition along with the spiritual dimension of the 

scripture.   Over  the  last  hundred  years,  these   co-dependent 

42 For a superb example of this way of reading scripture within the Jewish tradition 

see Messengers of God: Biblical Portraits and Legends by Elie Wiesel, translated  by  

Marian  Wiesel  (New  York:  Random  House, 1976). 
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twins nurtured an identity politics in many church communities 

and exported these political perspectives into public life. Those 

who hated Christianity and  those who simply did not care for    

it or for the church came to think of faith in terms of the battle 

lines drawn by evangelical-literalism  and liberal-modernism. 43  

It is surely one of the most tragic infections of epidemic propor- 

tions in our religious  culture. 

The  co-dependent twins, together, hung the  scriptures out  to 

dry.  Both of them stripped the divine revelation of its place   in 

tradition and its ground in the ecclesia. Biblical literalism freed 

the scripture of tradition, arguing it was the antidote to  mere 

human understanding. Liberal-modernism removed the scripture 

from the church and the spiritual life, and sought to extract a 

purified moral teaching rooted in what reason was capable of 

helping us understand. Both have the same starting point and, 

ultimately, the same preoccupation. They were born  of 

eighteenth-century rationalism and took  the  better  part  of 150 

years to colonize Christian consciousness and become part of the 

North American habit of  mind.  Both  ingested  the  triumph of 

individualism and assumed reason was the sole pathway to 

knowledge, that historic fact was tantamount to truth, the only truth  

worth considering. 

Literalists  like  to  see  the  modernists  as  the  firstborn  twin, 

the  Esau  to  their  Jacob,  and  they  ght  with  their  elder  for  a 

 

43 For several decades, the Jesus Seminar, grounded in the liberal-modernist 

tradition, has gathered to decide which Gospel texts Jesus said, which ones he 

might have said, and which ones he clearly did not say. This focus typifies the way 

scholarship has ripped the study of scripture out of the context of tradition and 

ecclesia. See Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus (New York: Harper- 

SanFrancisco, 1996). 
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recovery of the factual truth of scripture. Modernists like to see the 

literalists as the firstborn, and they with their elder for a 

recovery of reason. Each sees the other as a scapegoat for the 

struggles inherent in modernity, and they have conspired together to 

shape religious and secular  fundamentalism. 

Many know the broad outline of the most recent chapter in the 

development of the evangelical-literalist twin.  It  comes to  be 

shaped in a movement we call fundamentalism that develops 

across various Protestant churches in the late nineteenth century. It 

begins to flourish after the First World War, particularly in the 

United States of America. Its roots are in the Protestant valuing 

of scripture over against tradition, the witness of per- sonal 

experience over against church, and revivalism. It begins largely 

as a reaction to the emerging of the theory of evolution   in public 

discourse, the growing influence of liberal protestant theology, and 

the growing discipline of biblical criticism. The movement 

coalesced around a series of Bible conferences of conservative 

Protestants held in various places throughout the United States.   At 

one of these conferences in Niagara in 1895,    a statement of belief 

was published as a way of marking what was central to this new 

“orthodoxy”. This statement of belief came   to be called the “five 

points of fundamentalism”, comprising the verbal inerrancy of 

Scripture, the divinity of Jesus Christ, the historical veracity of 

the  virgin birth, a  substitutionary theory of the atonement, and 

the physical and bodily return of Christ. 
 

44 There is an extensive literature on fundamentalism and the modernist 

dimension  of  American  Protestantism. For  an  introduction  to  this  chapter 

in American religious history, see Martin Marty, Protestantism (New York: 

Image Books, 1974). For an introduction to liberal-modernism, see William R. 

Hutchison, The Modernist Impulse in American Protestantism (Oxford and New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1976). 
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Within  years, the term “fundamentalism” gained traction, 

and a group of theologians at Princeton University, funded by  two 

oil barons from California, published a series of tracts ela- borating 

and expanding on these beliefs. Between 1910 and 1915 this ten-

volume set of essays was published under the general title, The 

Fundamentals.45
 

The belief in the verbal inerrancy of scripture pitted funda- 

mentalists against those who held to the emerging higher criti - cism. 

Many scholars who adopted higher criticism for study of scripture 

did so as the sons of fundamentalist fathers seeking a way to get out 

from under the implications of the five points of fundamentalism. 

Both these perspectives, born together as they were, are now 

tired and worn out.  While they still  persist in  some circles  of the 

church, they are, I think, all but spent.  Why?  Because both  of 

them have shaped their hundred-year war with each other in such 

a way that they are left with nothing of the revelatory gift   of 

scripture and only circle round again and again in a neurotic 

fashion, claiming that their enemy’s  understanding of  scripture 

is the root of all that is unhealthy and destructive within the 

church. Instead of revisiting their own sources of meaning, their 

deep ideas and complex and textured ways of thinking, they have 

habitually let their enemy define the terms. Liberal modernists 

react to evangelical literalists. Evangelical literalists react to lib- eral 

modernists. It is a kind of spiritual and intellectual amnesia  in 

which the revelatory dimension of scripture is forgotten. These 

co-dependent twins have framed much of the Christian stance 

towards scripture, bequeathing to us a deep disease that  we must 

begin to heal. 

 

45 Various editions are still available. 
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two theological considerations 

Two hard won  theological insights and doctrinal claims need   to 

be pulled forward to reframe the Christian stance toward scripture 

and restore its capacity as  revelation. The debate of  the last 

hundred years in biblical studies—the debate that has given us 

literalism as moral high ground and historical criticism as rational 

high ground—have conspired to turn our attention away from two 

central theological teachings hammered out over the  seven 

hundred years of the church’s history. 

From the Council of Nike (Nicaea, 325 ce) down to our  own 

day, the central Christian teaching, the central distinctive insight 

of our spiritual fathers and mothers has been that the rabbi who 

was “conceived of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary”, 

the rabbi who walked the valley of Galilee and the streets of 

Jerusalem, was fully divine and fully human. Jesus Christ, “who, 

for our salvation, willed to be incarnate”, is the source and centre 

of the whole of Orthodox spiritual theology.   In him the divine and 

human nature are held together, the image   of God in man, spoken 

of in the creation narrative in Genesis    is glimpsed in its fullness. 

There is no separation between the  one whom Jesus asked us to 

call “Father” when he taught us to pray and the incarnation of God 

who “for our salvation became man.” 

If  God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit   are 

not one in “essence and undivided” as the creed proclaims, then 

the Jews and Muslims are right in accusing Christianity of holding 

to three deities. Tragically, both evangelical literalists and liberal 

modernists in the church have often teased up a way  of reading 

the scripture that has taught a doctrine of two gods being present, 

one in the Hebrew Bible (a god of justice and judgement), and 

one in the New Testament (a loving friend full 
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of mercy and scompassion, willing to lay his life down even for 

those who thought of him as an  enemy). 

Over the last hundred years in many Protestant churches, it 

became standard practice  to read the scripture through the prism  of 

these two images of the divine. It has been a convenient way to 

reaffirm, as I argued earlier, the human appetite for judge- ment, 

self-righteousness, and notions of theological, moral, and ritual 

purity. Whether the reader was seeking to affirm a liberal- 

modernist or evangelical-literalist interpretative perspectives does 

not much matter. Both read the scripture for reasons other than an 

encounter with presence of God seeking to unfold the pathway to 

the fullness of life. Both read seeking answers to questions that 

are not the  questions that prompted the writing  and receiving of 

the text. Both read for a purpose other than, as the church has 

taught us,  hearing within the narrative the play   of human passions 

and being attentive to the voice of the Holy Spirit calling us to draw 

forth healing when we encounter such situations in our lives. 

A large theological and biblical study industry developed on 

both sides of this divide. Evangelical literalists pumped out book 

after book to prove the historical veracity of various fragments 

of text, and liberal modernists responded with the same, proving 

that what the literalists claimed could not possibly be believed 

by a rational person. Biblical studies became the captive of this 

industrious set of co-dependent twins. They captured much of 

the Protestant church and defined the terms in which biblical 

and theological discourse have taken place. Both of them sought 

verification outside the Christian tradition and away from an en- 

counter with the revelation embodied in the scripture, mediated 

through tradition and understood in a community of faithful 

people seeking to become more Christlike. 
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My point is simple: if you believe that Jesus Christ is the 

incarnation of God and if you believe in the doctrine of the 

Trinity, then you will seek to read the whole of  the Bible, First 

and Second Testaments, with the eyes of Jesus Christ. Having 

experienced “the renewal of our mind”, we will seek the gospel 

in the whole of the biblical revelation. In each biblical 

narrative, we will search for an illuminating word, whether it is 

the good news  of the loving and merciful God  who continues to  

woo his people despite their unfaithfulness,  or the insight offered 

by so many narratives of the endless capacity of human beings to 

transfer onto  the  mind  of God their own appetites. Both are 

revelatory. Our mind and heart need to see both for salvation’s 

sake. The Bible—all of the Bible—unveils the mystery of our 

life together.  It is the story  of the human community. We  cannot 

understand revelation,  the unveiling of the mystery of divine love 

and the human struggle to maintain a grip on reality, unless the 

revelation speaks in  many and varied ways to both the love of 

God and the nature of the human mind and heart in its struggle 

to find its way back from idolatry to a spousal relationship with 

God. Biblical narratives move back and forth between the 

awaken- ing of the heart to  divine love and  the struggle of the 

mind  with doubt and fear and presumption; between the 

recognition  of the image of God in the other and seeing only the 

enemy      all around us; between God’s creation, a place of 

wonder and delight and communion, and our  image  of  creation  

born  of our own appetite and passions.  The theological 

considerations   of the Christian tradition, both the revelation of 

the incarna- tion and the doctrine of the Trinity, are spiritual in  

character  and cannot be understood as abstractions separate from 

the transformation of our mind.  “Then will we see face to   

face”— 



45  

see what is real in the world instead of layering upon the world 

the fruit of our own fantasy 

conclusion 

I would like to make  a  modest suggestion for  at  least one of  

the registers in which these texts may be read. My suggestion 

invites the faithful to a particular spiritual discipline when they 

read the hard texts in the First (Old) Testament that speak of       

the anger, wrath, and judgement of the divine, including those 

that seem to be the wrathful words of God spoken  directly. 46 

This discipline invites us to put on “the mind of  Christ” in  all  

our hearing of  the  scriptures. We  are  invited  to  listen  to  and 

for the Lover of creation speaking to us  an  illuminating word  

in the unfolding of all the narratives in the Bible. Each of us is 

encouraged to grow in the spiritual life so that Christ’s way of 

being—his teaching, his heart and mind, the fullest expression    

of the human nature—comes to be the prism through which we  

see creation and minister to the world, and  the  mind  through 

which we read both  Testaments. 

Those of us who claim to have met Jesus Christ have come   to 

know all we know of God in the rabbi who walked the valley  of 

Galilee and the streets of Jerusalem. This is a central patristic 

teaching: the only theology of God we have is contained in 

Christology; Christology, curiously enough, is the Orthodox way of 

understanding what it means to be  a human being, created  and 

sustained by the Lover of the world.  Any qualities, actions,  or 

attributes we might claim as divine that were not part of Jesus 

Christ’s walk on earth must not be confused with what the   church 

46 See Susan Niditch, War in the Hebrew Bible, A Study in the Ethics of Violence (New 

York  and  Oxford:  Oxford  University  Press,  1993)  for  a  discussion  of  most of  the 

Biblical texts  in  which  vengeance is  assigned to  God. 
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teaches about the divine nature. What we  know of  God  and  may 

claim with confidence must be grounded in the revelation of the 

Gospel not in our latent or explicit theologies of God the Father, 

as if the Father and Jesus Christ have separate spiritual character 

and the actions and attributes of each is divided from the other and 

from the Trinity   itself. 

The Hebrew Bible was the scripture of Jesus of Nazareth.  The 

First Testament is  a revelation that continues for us.  It is  not a 

partial revelation, but we only understood it “through a  glass 

darkly” until we met the rabbi along the roads of Galilee. One of 

the great tragedies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in 

biblical studies has been the limitation of our vision to parsing the 

text, arguing its veracity in  terms of historical fact. In this way, 

the two dialectical sides of modern biblical studies, liberal 

modernists and evangelical literalists, mutually contributed to a 

common misreading. The question is not whether a given 

narrative is part of  the  revelation  but  rather what the narrative 

reveals to us of the spiritual life as it unfolds  in the lives of human 

beings. All biblical revelation, along with the revelation of the 

Holy Spirit, is a light shone on our passions and thus on our way of 

seeking and knowing the world and our presumptions about God’s 

ways and God’s will. Revelation illuminates God’s love for us, but 

we need it also to  shine  light  on our personal and collective 

darkness, the shadows in our life, our relationships, our moment 

in history, our place in   culture. 

If God is “one and undivided” with Jesus Christ, as Christian 

tradition has articulated in the doctrine of the Trinity, then we  are 

invited by the mind of Christ to read the First Testament through 

the example and teaching of Christ’s love and the spousal covenant 

it fully expresses. This spousal covenant runs through the whole of 

the scripture and  is the counterpoint to  the    idolatry 
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that anchors many of its narratives.   If we claim the Trinity, then   it 

is impossible to see  in God the Father anything that we  do    not 

see in God the Son. Jesus never killed anyone, but allowed himself 

to be crucified precisely to end the cycle of mimetic contagion.47 

And, all of his judgements that we  read about in  the Second 

Testament, when read with care and freed from our passions, are 

descriptions of the kind of alienation and loss of being that results 

from death-dealing and missing of the   mark. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

47 See René Girard’s discussion of mimetic contagion in his book,  I  See Satan  Fall 

Like Lightning (New York: Orbis Books,    2002). 
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Dittmar Mündel 

 
Listening to God in the World 

and the Word 

________ 

 

“Behold, the days are coming,” says the Lord God, 

“when I will send a famine on the land; 

not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, 

but of hearing the words of the Lord.” 

—Amos 8:11* 

 
In our secularized society, trying to listen to the Bible or God seems 

an unnecessary task, since we make our decisions without 

reference to a god or any religious tutelage. We supposedly use 

“evidence-based decision-making”. At the same time, ironically, 

words and images have become ever more important in shaping 

our decisions and actions, as politicians, pundits, and corporate 

propagandists know so well. And some are very concerned, not 

with actual scientific evidence, not with observing what is 

happening to the land, the water, our climate, our communities, 

but with “getting out the message” and “staying on message”,  as 

if they already know what is good for us and for all of God’s 

creation. So we listen to “the message”, that is, “words of ideo- 

logy”. But “the message” is not life-giving; it is in fact environ- 

mentally and socially destructive and replaces all human values 

with financial values. 
 

*  From the New Revised Standard Version. 
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But even so-called religious folks are experiencing a famine of 

the words of the Lord, when they are preoccupied with whether  to 

use a literal or a liberal-rationalist interpretation of the Bible. They 

battle each other on “having the truth” or they try to modernize 

their worship—while the work of God’s creation is being 

destroyed. How can our words or our reading of the Bible  be life-

giving, if we separate our personal fate from the fate of land, 

people, and community? How can it be life-giving if it divorces us 

from the Creator whose creation and re-creation is ongoing? 

Martin Luther, who wrote over 400 letters to political  to 

challenge their “messages” and thick books on the dangers of an 

economy based on usury, reflected on the importance of listening 

to the Mystery of Life in both the world and the word. His approach 

predates the modern literalist-versus-liberal divide. His primary 

focus is on how we can learn truly to listen to what God is saying 

in all of creation, in our daily life, and in the stories of the Bible, 

so that we can respond freely and with love  to the people and 

challenges we face. According to Luther, God’s communication 

with us is always to give life: to preserve and to recreate. To fulfil 

its task it has to be “clothed” or indirect. As creatures limited by 

time and space, we never have access to the “naked God”, to  the 

essence of  the  divine, through  our reason or our feelings. Nor 

does “revelation” or the Bible allow us to reach the naked God, as 

if the Bible were a collection of eternal religious truths or moral 

absolutes that are substitutes for the living Creator within created 

reality and that allow us to tran- scend our creaturely limits. 

Rather, for Luther, we who are limited in time and space only can 

encounter God “clothed in creation” and “clothed in the  Word”. 
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creation as god’s address 

Luther gives us an interesting way of looking at nature, com- 

munity, and individual people, namely, not as resources or 

commodities for us to exploit at our whim, but as words of God or 

masks of God. The ungraspable Mystery of Life addresses us or 

encounters us in the concrete realities of our   lives. 

What else is the entire creation than the Word of God 

uttered by God, or extended to the outside [i.e., into the 

realm of space and time]?1
 

The sun, moon, heaven, earth, Peter, Paul, I, you, etc.— we 

are all words of God.2
 

Now the whole creation is a face or mask of God.3 

 

While Luther is very respectful of scientific inquiry, he indicates that 

theology deals with a different realm of meaning. It shows the 

world in its interconnectedness. We can’t fully understand 

ourselves, other people, or nature by studying them in isolation or 

as autonomous entities. We have to see that they also “address” us, 

asking us to respond. It is the Creator, the divine Mystery,  who is 

facing us in what is close at hand. 

An ongoing challenge for Christianity—and maybe for other 

religions as well—is that when we speak of God or of the divine, we 

somehow lift off from the earthly realm, from this world with its 

particular gifts and challenges into some otherworldly realm. For 

Luther, the very notion of a Creator-God implies a clothed, real 

presence in all that exists: 
 

1 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, gen. eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehman, 55 vols. 

(Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1955– ), 1:22. Luther’s Works will be cited as LW. 

2     LW 1:47. 3      LW 26:95. 
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For he [God] dispatches no officials or angels when he 

creates or preserves something, but all this is the work of his 

divine power itself. If he is to create or preserve it … he must 

be present and must make and preserve his creation both in 

its innermost and outermost   aspects. 

Therefore, indeed, he himself must be present in every 

single creature in its innermost and outermost being, on all 

sides, through and through, below and above, before and 

behind, so that nothing can be more truly present and within 

all creatures than God himself with his power.4
 

 

Luther made these comments while discussing the sacrament of 

the Eucharist, pointing out that all of created reality is a “real 

presence of God”, a sacrament. However, we will usually need 

explicit words that point to God’s presence in creation to receive 

God’s world sacramentally. In other words, for Luther this world, 

while totally creaturely, earthly, is at the same time sacred, the 

presence of God. It is in all created reality that God faces us or 

encounters us—and calls us to  respond. 

For Luther it  is  important to  underscore that this presence   of 

God is not just in  nature, but in  various human social roles  as 

well. God is clothed in such social roles as “the teacher, the 

preacher, the pupil, the father, the children, the master, the 

servant”, since it is by the will of God that these roles of service 

exist.5 So it is at all points of our human existence that God 

addresses or encounters us; which does not mean that Luther 

ignores the difference between abusing these various  social roles 

for one’s own ends and using them properly for  “service to 

others”. The will of God is that these roles we have or encounter 

are for service and not for self-glorification. 
 

 
4 “This is my body…”, LW 37:58. 5     LW 26:95. 
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With the image that God is “clothed in creation”—that God 

faces or addresses us both in nature and in various social rela- 

tionships—it is clear, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer expressed it in 

the outline of a book6 he was hoping to write on “worldliness”, 

that our relationship to God cannot be a “religious” relationship 

to some higher, most-powerful Being beyond the world, but a 

(worldly) relationship in a new life lived for others; that is, 

transcendence is in what is close at hand: our neighbour, and, 

we must add today, all creatures as our neighbours. 

God’s concrete words in daily life are “spoken” to us by God, 

not so that we should use them to “figure out” the Speaker, not so 

that we should develop a  true idea or  concept of God, but   so 

that we should respond to them. This means that our central 

challenge, according to Luther, is that we learn to listen to what 

God is telling us in the circumstances, people, and nature that 

surround us in our daily life, and respond in faith and   love. 

 
the human response to creation as god’s address 

 

Not only is God clothed in creation; God’s commands are written 

into relational life itself. As Kjell Ove Nilsson puts it: “God’s 

commands are active in all orders and stations, in all outer things 

and circumstances, and thereby man’s existence is totally shaped 

and ruled [bestimmt und beherrscht] by God every moment.”7
 

In all the “orders and stations”, in all our roles as parents or 

children,  as  leaders  or  citizens  of  our  city,  province, country, 
 

6 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison (SCM Press, London, 

1953; 10th  impression, Fontana Books, 1969), p.  165. 

7 Kjell Ove Nilsson, Simul: Das Miteinander von Goettlichem und Menschlichem  in  

Luthers Theologie  (Göttingen,  1963), p.  38  (my translation). 
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world, as students or teachers, as workers or employers, there is 

the inherent command that our roles or offices be used to serve 

others and not ourselves. However, the reality is that we see that 

many of these positions or roles are being misused for personal 

power, prestige, financial gain, or to make ourselves feel good 

about ourselves. So the laws or  mandates of God  written into  life 

do not work with the force of a law of nature like gravity. They 

work only by moral persuasion and thus can be, and frequently are, 

ignored—with disastrous consequences for our relationships, our 

communities, and the land  from  which  we live. 

It is important to note that, if God’s  mandates are  written  into 

relational living, then they would address all peoples and cultures. 

They are not the private preserve of Christians or of some moral 

experts.  As Luther puts it: 

You do not need any professor to tell you about this matter; 

merely consult your own heart, and it will give you abun- dant 

instruction that you should love your neighbour as you love 

yourself.8
 

One cannot act out of love, which by its nature is a free activity, 

when one is being coerced by moral laws.  Luther  says: 

If every man had faith we would need no more laws. Every- 

one would of himself do good works all the time [not just when 

some moral law is at stake], as faith shows  him.9
 

So the key to being able to act freely in response to specific 

situations and people is faith. Luther puts it well in the follow- ing 

analogy: 

 

 
8     LW 27:56–57. 9     LW 44:35. 
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When a husband and wife really love one another … and 

thoroughly believe in their love,  who  teaches them how  to 

behave one to another, what they are  to  do  or  not  to do, 

say or not to say, what they are to think?    Confidence 

alone teaches them all this and even more than necessary.10 

 

We need confidence in the Creator who puts these people and 

circumstances into our path, to be able to act freely in response  to 

their demands. If our life is  shaped out of our own  ideals  and 

plans, then many specific circumstances would just be seen as 

obstacles on our way or as interruptions that we have to get past, 

so we can get on with life. We need to be free of ideology, vested 

interests, or being locked into our own “dreams for life”, to be able 

to love in our time and circumstances, which we did  not choose. 

Before looking at the source of this confidence or of a faith that 

what life  brings us is worthy of our loving response, our  free 

activity, we should note that in other contexts, when not discussing 

“moral coercion” versus the freedom of a Christian, Luther will 

say that while our heart tells us that we should love others, it does 

not by itself tell us what a loving action may be. We need a good 

liberal education to explore what actions in fact serve others. For 

example, we would have to take the scientific evidence very 

seriously about how our consumer life-style, a given business or 

industry or farming practice, impacts other people—whether in 

Bangladeshi garment factories or Canadian mines  in  Colombia  

and  Peru  or  within  the  temporary foreign 

 

 
10 LW 44:27 (emphasis mine). 

11 See Martin Luther, “The Large Catechism”, in Concordia or Book of Concord, 

trans. by F. Bente and W.H.T. Dau (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1950), 

pp. 56–57. 
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workers’ program in Canada—or leads to climate change, or 

contaminates our water. Otherwise we may be “religious” and 

“well-meaning people”, but we don’t know what “well” means, 

since to destroy any of God’s creation is always against love.  

So what is the source of the confidence or trust of the heart that 

is necessary to act free of vested interests and free of ideo- logy 

as we respond to the call to serve that is written into life? For 

Luther, following  Paul, the  answer  is  “the  Word”,  that is, the 

intentionally spoken or sung or imaged word of a well- meaning 

Creator behind or within the complexities of our life. The purpose 

of the Word is “to instil confidence in the heart”.12 This function 

of the “spoken Word”, as Luther calls it, is neces - sary for humans 

in historical existence. Humans live by words and need words that 

instil confidence in their hearts, and would need them even if there 

had been no Fall, even if they did not get trapped in the false 

interpretations of life made by egocentricity. 

For Lutheran readers, this may seem strange, that Luther has a 

notion of “the Word” that has nothing to do with sin or with the 

splitting of the Word into “law” and “gospel”. 13 He has an 

understanding of “the Word of God” that is not immediately 

identified with Scripture, as it has been in Lutheran Orthodoxy. 14 

Luther has a notion of “the Word” that is anthropologically 

necessary for being human. So Luther can say: 
 

 

12    LW 1:41. 

13 “It is  to gain the concept of the Word of God per se from the 

Lutheran Confessions, because this concept of the Word  of God is not in them.   The 

Confessions immediately begin with the contrast of Law and Gospel when they 

speak of the Word of God.” (Hans Joachim Iwand, Luthers Theologie (Munich, 

1974), p. 204.) 

14 Lutheran Orthodoxy, by identifying “the Word of God” with “Scripture” only, 

has a teaching on Scripture and not a separate one on “the Word”. 



56  

even if his nature had remained perfect, Adam, together with 

his descendants, would have lived in [Word and] faith….15
 

Or again: 

Set aside the word “God created the heavens and the 

earth,” and I would like to see who would have a God or of 

what use [for the spiritual or inner person] he would be.16
 

We need life-giving words that feed our heart, our inner person, with 

confidence and hope. All the gifts of creation are of no spiritual 

use  to us, to nourish our inner person, unless we  learn  to see them 

as gifts of the Creator, the one whom we can thank  and trust. These 

words, to be “the Word”, have to frame our  lived reality within 

nature and society as grounded in the Creator,  a well-meaning 

Mystery of Life.  In  our family this was  done  in a large part 

through song: sung at bedtime or as a whole family or with the 

extended clan. A frequent closing song was Matthias Claudius’ 

“The moon has been arising”17which evokes the sense of the 

world, which we only understand in part, as held securely in God’s 

care, calling us to care for our neighbour who  is ill as well. 

 

sin:   destructively re-interpreting our world 

It is very easy in our experience to lose the perspective of trust, 

which sees the neighbour and various challenges as deserving our 

loving engagement.  For, as Luther describes  it: 

 

 

15    LW 1:153. 16     LW 37:88. 

17    “Der  Mond  ist  aufgegangen” in the  translation of  Bertram Kottman;  see 

<http://myweb.dal.ca/waue/Trans/Claudius-Abendlied-Bertram.html> (accessed 

July 18, 2013). 

http://myweb.dal.ca/waue/Trans/Claudius-Abendlied-Bertram.html
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such is the amazing craft of the devil that he is able not 

only to remove this noble object of love from my mind 

with great skill but even to persuade my heart of the 

exactly opposite opinion, so that it regards the neighbor 

as worthy, not of love but of bitterest hatred. He can 

accomplish this very easily, merely by suggesting to me: 

“Look, this man suffers from such and such a fault. He 

has chided you. He has done you damage.” Immediately 

this most lovable of objects becomes vile, so that my 

neighbor no longer seems to be someone who should be 

loved but an enemy deserving bitter hatred.18
 

The key factor that blocks us from listening to what the Mystery   of 

Life is calling us to do is a reinterpretation, a devilish reinter- 

pretation, of reality. A neighbour becomes an enemy rather than 

someone having a claim on my time, attention, and service. My 

own woundedness or received hurt becomes the framework out of 

which I interpret my experience with my neighbour, rather than 

receiving the flawed person as “the most noble object of my 

love”—especially needing my love or service because of his or her 

failings. Similarly, the overwhelming environmental chal- lenges 

created by our industrial age in the last 250 years can be 

interpreted, not as a call to care for creation, to restore our land and 

water to health, but rather as something that does not exist   or is 

“naturally occurring”. So we can avoid responding; we can keep 

on living—for a decade yet—in our comfortable consumer world. 

Denial, driven by short-term vested interests, is a common way of 

re-interpreting the groaning of all of creation.  It is  a  way of 

stopping up our ears.  The results of these frameworks  of 

interpreting our experiences in life are always destructive, since 

they go against life and the Creator of  life. 

18    LW 27:58. 
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This re-interpretation of reality to serve our own or larger 

vested interests can occur within religious communities and use 

very religious language. Luther sees the conversation of Eve and 

the tempter as paradigmatic: 

Satan imitates God.   Just as God had preached to Adam,   so 

he himself also preaches to Eve. What the proverb says is 

true: “Every evil begins in the name of the Lord.”19
 

What is occurring in this alternative preached word, is that humans 

are tempted to “be like God, knowing good and evil”. In other 

words, rather than having to listen to what we are called to do at 

various moments of our life, ultimately having to trust that our 

actions of love will be for the good of others and nature, we have   a 

secure knowledge of what is good and evil. We have intellectual or 

moral absolutes or ideals that we impose on life and its chan- ging 

circumstances. One way of reaching these absolutes  for some is 

simply quoting verses from the Bible. For others it is elevating 

one’s ideas about life or about the ideal society to the level of an 

absolute, thinking we know more than we  do. 

Our temptation is thus to ignore the limits of our knowledge,   of 

our own moral purity, or of our religious insight and to pretend we 

are omniscient.20 We thus play god with the world, e.g., by 

imposing an economy of endless growth based on technological 

innovation on the rest of the world and its diverse cultures. We 

become incapable of accepting scientific evidence or of seeing 

what happens to people and their communities, because we 

“know” we are right. The results are destructive of life on this 

planet. 

19    LW 1:148. 

20 Reinhold Niebuhr has unfolded these “sins of pride” in The Nature and  Destiny 

of Man, vol. 1 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1964), pp. 183–203. 
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Or we play god by claiming that we have moral absolutes and 

the others don’t. The result is that we become the judges of others 

and can fight against them with venom, feeling perfectly justified, 

rather than seeing the flawed other as the “most noble object of 

our love”. This is the essence of “self-righteousness” and 

pharisaism. 

And for those who claim to be religious, this devilish inter- 

pretation of life changes their relationship to God and the world    as 

well. According to Luther people who distrust God’s prom- ised 

good-will “must invent a form for God that does not exist 

anywhere”,21that is, a “God” who is mediated to humans by “the 

Law”. Rather than trusting in God’s grace and thus being freed to 

love, that is, to act freely in response to what we are called to do, 

we start working to “keep the law” to prove our worth to our- selves, 

to others, and to God. Of course this “law” is not the natural law 

written into relational existence, into our various roles in life, but 

rather a set of prescriptions that we must follow “to be good”. We 

also create our religious identity by  these good or divine “laws” 

and the religious teachings that we have, which people of a 

different religion supposedly do  not.  So  we let laws and rituals 

and teachings shape our identity, rather than seeing ourselves as 

flawed children of God called to forgive and to serve. The result of 

this destructive interpretation of our reli- gious relationship to God 

and the world is that churches or other religious communities 

become quite self-absorbed and stuffy, in contrast to those who are 

being renewed by service to others not worrying about proving 

themselves to others or to   God. 

In our secular, consumer culture,  the  re-interpretation  of life is 

a multi-billion dollar industry.   Those who create  political 
 

21   LW 26:397. 22     See LW 26:396–401. 
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“messages” or advertise their products know how to play on our 

fears, our hurts, our tendency to focus on our own convenience, 

comfort, and security. They know how to stimulate our desires and 

passions so we either buy their products or buy into their 

“message” of how to save our country. And with all the sound and 

image pollution around us, we become less and less able to listen 

and  observe carefully what creation in  nature or  society  or some 

specific person near us or even our own heart is saying to us.  We  

drown  out the transcendent address of what is  close  at hand. 

 

god clothed in the word:   restoring us to 

humanness 

In addition to  the Mystery of  Life  being “clothed in  creation”, it 

is also “clothed in the Word”, because we are humans living    in 

space and time who need our inner person nurtured spiritually with 

life-giving words that inspire hope and trust, as we saw above, and 

because of the devilish reinterpretation of lived reality that blocks 

us from responding to life in a human, responsive- responsible way. 

In the latter case, “the Word” functions dia- lectically: to destroy 

the false interpretation of the world, God, and self, as well as to 

renew our true humanness as limited creatures related in trust and 

love to the earth, to others, and within these to the Creator. This is 

Luther’s famous, often misunderstood, “Law and Gospel”  way  

of  functioning  of  the one Word so that God’s grace can have 

access to us and restore us. 

“The Word” is a clothed presence of God. For Luther this 

includes God’s presence in and through the history of Israel as well 

as in the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.  

Jesus is  called “the  Word  made  flesh”, the  Word 
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as a human life lived among us, so we do not have to transcend 

creaturely space and time into some realm beyond this world.    

It is in his human life that we can be assured that the Mystery   

of Life in all creation is a lover of humans and not ultimately an 

angry judge or a blind fate.  As Luther puts it in his earthy   way: 

[God] does not want to scatter us amongst the creatures 

which are created through him so that we run after him, 

search him and speculate about him there … rather he wants 

to gather us out of those very scattered and flighty thoughts 

into Christ.  It  is as if he  wanted to say: “What  are you 

running about and searching so far away? Look here, in 

Christ, the human, everything is present. He has made 

everything; in him is life; he is the Word through whom all 

things were made; remain in him, and you will 

find all of it.”23
 

 

However, the historical figure of Jesus and what happened 

over 2000 years ago, to be able to restore humans today, must 

be present as living words in our time through liturgy, singing, 

sacraments, preaching and teaching. Jesus can only be of spirit- 

ual use to us if he is here as “words” that address our inner person. 

The inner person or “heart” is that part of us that relates to 

some centre of meaning and worth. Our outer person is all our 

relationships to creation in nature and society. It is from the 

“trust of the heart” that our true or idolatrous interpretations 

of our daily realities are shaped. From how we interpret our 

experiences flow our decisions and actions in relation to what or 

who surrounds us. 
 

23 Martin Luther, Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe , vol. 10/I (Weimar: 

Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1883– ), 1, 202 (my translation; not available in 

English as far as I know).  The Weimarer Ausgabe will be cited as   WA. 
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The Bible with its complex interwoven web of stories that 

interpret other stories or add other dimensions to them, its 

mixture of agricultural, dietary, civil, ritual, and moral laws, as 

well as its narratives and interpretations of Jesus, for Luther is 

only the “living Word” when we use it “spiritually”, to renew the 

inner person to a state of trust, so we can respond in free activity 

to what life brings us. The Bible does not give us an eternal model 

or prescription for the ideal family or for the ideal society, or an 

eternal moral code, which we would simply have to implement 

with our actions. This for Luther would not only ignore the 

various contexts in which God interacted with Israel, but would 

be something we could do by “works”, that is, by external 

actions, without a genuine change in the inner person.24
 

So how can words restore our humanness? How can they 

recreate us? This is a difficult proposition, as any conversation 

about politics or the environment at  larger  family  gatherings will 

show. We seem to be able to accept only those ideas or evidence 

that fit into our own framework. We have filters in place which 

don’t allow details to enter that would disturb our way of being 

comfortable in this messy and complex world. For Luther, one of 

the key enemies to being open to the Creator and   all of creation is 

the wall of presumption that reason and  the ego build around 

themselves so we can think well of ourselves and at the same time 

avoid listening to what our relationships in nature and society are 

calling on us to  do. 

24 See Luther’s Preface to the Old Testament (LW 35:235–251) and particularly 

Preface to Romans (LW 35:365–380) for instances of Luther’s focus on the “spirit- 

ual use” of law and gospel and his freedom in acknowledging that many of the 

laws in the Old Testament do not pertain to us and various social arrangements  are 

not God’s will for us today. 



63  

How does one get through this wall? How does one pene- trate 

the filters or allow the limited framework for viewing life  to be 

exposed in its limits? For Luther,  this is  the function of  the 

“spiritual use of the law”. The language of Luther is tricky here.   

He  fends off the notion of “law” the way we  use it in   the civil 

realm: rules that we can fulfil with our actions, “our external 

works”, when we obey the law. The  spiritual  use  of the law aims 

at inwardness, at our inner person, the relation of our heart to a 

source of meaning and worth.  In fact, one could  say we are not 

dealing with laws at all, as they are commonly understood, nor 

are we putting the word “God” in front of the word “laws” to give 

them more authority or to absolutize them. What Luther is 

pointing to is the “mandates or  callings” that  are written into the 

life of relationships to nature and human community, which 

cannot be captured in a set of articulated moral laws. This means 

that biblical texts must be used not legalistically but “spiritually” 

so our inner person can change, our frame for viewing life can 

shatter and a broader frame can    be used.   The “spiritual use of 

the law” is holding up  a mirror   to us, so we can see the breadth 

of what is being demanded of      us in a life that is responsible to 

others and nature. This mirror  lets us see our own narrowness and 

our involvement in the dom- inant ways of destructively 

interpreting life.  It also lets us see  the breadth of the demand to 

truly love in all our relationships;     a demand we can only take 

seriously if we let go of our need to think of ourselves as morally 

good people. It is easier to think well of ourselves, if we limit the 

demands placed on us to a set   of known moral laws or rules. 

Luther’s  explanations  of  the  Ten   Commandments  in  The 

Large Catechism are a good example of a “spiritual use of the law”, 

since he moves beyond the letter of the law, to show the kind   of 
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actions towards our neighbour that is expected, if we trust God 

above all things. So the right actions need a new inwardness, a 

new trust of the heart. For example, in unfolding “thou shalt not 

steal” Luther claims that not stealing implies that we not only 

avoid obvious theft, but also exploitative economic practices that 

hurt others. Luther feels one could almost keep quiet about the 

petty thieves and those who loot cash-boxes, so one could 

“launch an attack against the great powerful archthieves who 

consort with lords and princes and daily plunder not only a city 

or two….”25 They receive public honour (for their wealth) and 

are made to look even better when the poor “sneak thieves” are 

being tried and condemned. Luther in unfolding the Eighth 

Commandment not only points out what we should not do, but 

also points to what we should do: namely, we should actively help 

our neighbours to further their economic well-being. If we look 

into this mirror, we shall see ourselves differently from how our 

society labels people as good and honourable or criminal and 

worthless. 

The spiritual use of the  law,  by challenging our smugness  or 

presumption of righteousness, will generate resistance, since  to  

accept what it says would mean we would have to  let go of  our 

(false, but familiar) identity as a good person, which we or society 

have created for us, without yet  knowing of  a new way  of seeing 

oneself—as a person whose worth comes from God’s mercy and 

grace. We get a lot of defensiveness, if, for example, we have to 

look at our economic benefit in being able to buy relatively cheap 

products as a way of stealing from the workers around the world 

who are exploited to  produce these    products. 

 

25 Martin Luther, “The Large Catechism” in The Book of Concord, trans. and  ed. 

by Theodore Tappert ( Philadelphia: Fortress Press), p.    396. 
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We like to be able to claim that—even if we are not religious— we 

keep the  Ten  Commandments. 

A typical way of expressing our resistance to what the spirit- ual 

use of the law reveals to us about our relationships to   people 

—even those far away—and nature is by way of rationalizations. 

Luther uses the case of God confronting Adam after he had eaten of 

the  forbidden fruit as  paradigmatic of our human attempt   to 

escape responsibility as well as of the gracious law’s work of 

exposing our rationalizations.26 God says, “Adam, where are 

you?” which for Luther is the essence of the spiritual use of the 

law, namely, it calls the sinner back into relationship with God.   It 

is in fact an act of grace. Adam responds with a variety of reasons 

for hiding from God.   First he offers the reason that he   is naked. 

God exposes this rationalization with  the statement that He had 

made Adam naked. Then Adam tries to put the blame for his 

actions on the structures of existence: namely, “the woman you gave 

me”, as the reason he was tempted to eat.  It is  as if Adam were 

saying to God: 

Thou hast burdened me with this trouble. If Thou hadst 

given the woman some garden of her own and hadst not 

burdened me by making me live with her, I would have 

remained without sin. Therefore the guilt for my having 

sinned is Thine, since Thou didst give me a  wife.27
 

If God had only made a separate garden for women, this prob- lem 

would never have occurred. So, humans, rather than accept- ing 

responsibility for their actions, even when they admit that they have 

made a mistake, would rather blame the circumstances they find  

themselves in, the nature of reality or creation,    and 

 

 
26          See LW 1:176–178. 27     LW 1: 178. 
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ultimately God, rather than acknowledging themselves as sinners. 

The spiritual use of the law at this stage is to expose these ration- 

alizations for what they are. 

However, exposing rationalizations can only lead to a sense that 

one is trapped by a guilty conscience, and not to new ways  of 

acting, since one would have to know of a new identity, a new self, 

that is not created by one’s actions or failures to act.  This   is the 

function of the Gospel, which must work together with  the 

spiritual use of the law.   As Luther puts it in a pastoral  mode: 

Therefore the heart that has been confined under the Law 

should be encouraged and comforted this way: “Brother, 

you indeed have been confined. But you should know that 

this is not being done so that you will be held in the 

confinement of this prison forever, for it is  written that we 

are confined until faith should be revealed. Therefore you 

are being afflicted by this prison, not to do you harm, but to 

recreate you through the Blessed Offspring…. For God 

does not want to trouble you in such a way that you remain 

in trouble; He does not want to kill you so that you remain 

in death…. But he wants to trouble you so that you may 

be humble and may acknowledge that you need the mercy 

of God and the blessing of  Christ.28
 

So  a genuine confession of  sin, that is, a taking responsibility for 

one’s hurtful actions or failures to act can only occur if one lets go 

of one’s old self-chosen self, and humbles oneself—as a forgiven 

sinner—to live by the mercy of God and the blessings of Christ. 

This is the birth of the new self that is free  not from  the natural 

law in existence, but only  from  the  accusations of the spiritually 

used  law.   The new self is free  to  respond to   the 
 

 

28   LW  26:339. 
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natural law, the mandates or callings of life, because its identity is 

not dependent on a self-constructed or socially constructed 

version of living a good and moral life. 

The result of the process of overcoming the devilish inter- 

pretation of the world, of self, of God with the one Word of grace 

that functions dialectically as spiritually used “law and gospel”, 

is a person 

who looks at all things differently than before, who judges 

differently, evaluates differently, thinks differently, wills 

differently, speaks differently, loves differently, desires dif- 

ferently, works and fares differently than before….29
 

The restoration to humanness, to a human interpretation of the 

world that sees others as worthy of our time and service, is not 

a one-time conversion experience. For Luther, we experience 

a constant alternation between the spiritual function of “the 

natural law” and the spiritual function of the word of promise 

as we live a life of faith and have any spiritual discipline. We 

constantly need our views to be broadened, we need to be freed 

from our presumption of being good and from interpreting the 

world on the basis of our past hurts and traumas or future dreams 

and desires, so we can act responsibly towards what or who is at 

hand. 

In summary I can highlight the chief function of “God clothed in 

the word” in an overstated form: the preached, taught, sung word is 

there to create silence of our fears and longings, our ideologies and 

vested interests, so we can listen to what God is calling us to do in 

our diverse relationships with all of  creation. 

 

 
 

29    WA 10/I, 1, 233–234. 
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THE FRIENDS OF THE CHESTER RONNING 

C E N T R E  

An Invitation 

 
The Friends of the Chester Ronning Centre provides an opportunity 

for interested and concerned men and women, whether or not they 

are in any way religious, to join us in a hospitable context as we 

explore the compelling issues and themes that must engage our 

attention wherever religion, faith, and public life intersect. In this 

way it becomes possible for a wide and diverse group of people to 

contribute to, and benefit from, a better understanding of religious 

perspectives on public life and public perspectives on religious 

beliefs, practices, and organizations. 

 

We invite you to become a Friend of the Chester Ronning Centre. 

Friends of the Centre will receive 

• invitations to our conferences, seminars, lectures, forums, 

cafés, study circles, and symposiums; 

• our regular newsletter; 

• notifications of our publications and research projects; 

• invitations to conversations with public intellectuals and scholars, 

going beyond the mere news stories of the day;  and 

• opportunities to influence and support fruitful conversation 

and research on the most compelling religious and public 

issues of our time. 

For more information please call us at 1 780 679 1146, or write 

to  

  The Chester Ronning Centre for the Study of Religion and 

Public Life 

Augustana Campus, University of Alberta 4901 

– 46 Avenue 

Camrose, AB 

T4V 2R3 


