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FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


A student at a Catholic teacher training college told me a few years ago about their New Testament course. The lecturer took a very sceptical view of anything supernatural. Jesus’ healings were invented myths which the Christian community later added to the Gospels, to symbolise his divinity. The loaves and fish were multiplied because Jesus influenced people to share their packed lunches. Jesus never walked on the water – again, this was a fable invented later to underline the “Son of God” claim. And the resurrection? Well, not a historical fact. Just a story to express the truth that Jesus’ values are still alive in the church community.


This particular student had stood up and asked how the lecturer could be so sure in dismissing the miracles. After all, if Jesus was the incarnate God, he could surely walk across the sea of Galilee. The lecturer did not engage in reasonable debate about the possibility of miracles. Instead she ridiculed the student – in front of the entire class - for believing in impossible fairy tales.


Totally unacceptable conduct, both on a professional level, and on the theological level.  Do you think that the apostles, to whom the truth about Jesus was so important that they died as martyrs, started making up myths and legends about his life? We do see such mythical fantasies in the apocryphal gospels, which the early Church rejected.


This weekend we keep Bible Sunday - an opportunity to reflect upon the

importance of Holy Scripture in Christian living.


All Christian denominations share 66 in common of the 72 books of the Bible. Dr Luther cut out the other six.  How Scripture is interpreted varies within and in between the denominations.


Here is an over-simplified “Rough Guide” to schools of Scripture interpretation:

1. Fundamentalist: The Fundamentalists were a group of American evangelical Protestants. They were alarmed at rationalist scripture professors who were damaging the faith by denying the miraculous element in the Gospels, the bodily resurrection, the virgin birth and so on. 


In 1910 they issued a declaration of five essential “fundamentals” of doctrine: the virgin birth, the bodily resurrection of Christ, Christ’s death as the saving atonement to the Father for human sin, and the absolute infallibility of the Bible.  Catholics can support four of these articles of faith, but would differ over the manner of interpreting Scripture.

Because fundamentalists believe that the Bible is the only source of authority, they insist on understanding it absolutely literally. For example, they insist that the Genesis creation account is literal scientific truth, rejecting evolution even in a God-guided form. 

They have no time even for sensible biblical criticism. Their anti-intellectual outlook has not endeared them to the intelligentsia. 

Private interpretation allows individuals to seize on verses of Scripture out of context, applying them in ways which seem literally correct, but actually are mistaken within the context of the whole of Scripture. 

“No prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” “There are some things in [Paul’s letters] hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.” (2 Peter 1:20 and 3:16)

In practice, fundamentalist sects usually work from a limited number of key texts. Thus they easily fall prey to distortions of Scripture at the hands of a powerful charismatic leader, as at Waco and in other cults.

2. Catholic: 


Catholics characteristically read the Bible within the history of the chosen people, both Israel and the Church. For them it is not the sole authority. It is coupled with Tradition and the Church’s teaching office.


The New Testament is part of the total apostolic Tradition, entrusted to the Apostles. For at least the first 40 years of their existence the local churches probably had no written records. Everything was taught and learnt orally.  Between 50-100 AD the Epistles and Gospels were written, but their copying and collating together took another century. The canonical list of New Testament books dates from about 400 AD. 



The Church also accepted the Jewish Scriptures, which relate God’s dealings with Israel, and prophesy the Messiah.


Sacred Scripture is “the speech of God as it is put down in writing under the breath of the Holy Spirit.” It doesn’t contain everything the Apostles saw or that Jesus said and did. It does, however, contain the most important events and teachings. 


The books of the New Testament were collected together as the readings approved for use at the Eucharist. The early Church recognised them as apostolic in origin and reliable in doctrine. 


The collective memory of the early Church included other words and deeds of the Lord, which did not get into Scripture. Some of these can be found in the early Fathers who wrote in the second century.


The Catholic exegete should try to fathom the original meaning of the biblical author, within his culture and historical circumstances. If in doubt as to how the early Church understood or intended Scripture, one can always “ask the Fathers.” They were part of that faith community, and only one or two generations removed from the apostles themselves.


Scripture and Tradition together make up “a single sacred deposit of the word of God.” They “must be accepted and honoured with equal feelings of devotion and reverence.” (Vatican II, Dei Verbum)



“The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the word of God, whether in its written form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone.” The Magisterium speaks with a Living Voice, with which our private insights into Scripture should be checked. Modern critical methods of bible scholarship can be used, but within the household of faith - keeping true to the ancient creeds.

No true Catholic can be a “fundamentalist”, because we always read Scripture within the Church. The Bible must not be separated from the life of the Church. Scripture itself testifies that "the Church is the pillar and bulwark of the truth" (1 Tim 3:15).

Trying to interpret the Bible in isolation from the sacramental and spiritual life of the Church is like a surgeon, analysing a heart which has been torn out of the human body. He studies the tissue, and comes to some idea of its purpose. But if he does not see the heart functioning within the whole organism he cannot understand it fully. This is the fate of university exegetes living outside the Church, outside a faith-community.

3. Liberal and Rationalist:  A liberal might accept that Scripture is in part "the inspired word (whatever that means) of God" (whatever “God” means!) The Bible was heavily conditioned by the social culture of its time, so its statements of doctrine and moral teaching are not binding. They have to be “re-interpreted” to be relevant to our age. 

Rationalists exclude the supernatural as a matter of principle. They build upon a faulty philosophy, in which nothing is greater than their own powers of reasoning. They reduce the glorious irruption of Divine Power into our world to the level of their own limited experience. Never having witnessed a miracle themselves, they explain away the Gospel miracles. 

This however is illogical. I have never seen a coelacanth, but on reliable authority I accept it that they exist. One should at least examine the evidence for miracles today and speak with witnesses.

Others insist on treating the Bible as a merely cultural artefact, to be analysed like Kafka or Geoffrey Archer.

Both liberals and rationalists have lost faith (if they ever had it) in an objective Revelation from God to mankind, mediated by an inerrant Church with her inerrant Scriptures. For them, Christianity has become something fluid or plastic, which can be moulded to suit one’s subjective ideas or the spirit of the age.

Liberals of little faith and lax morals are affronted at believers, who take God’s word seriously and refuse to accept their modernist version of Christianity. They use the slogan “fundamentalist” as a term of abuse. They dismiss out of hand faith-filled Christians, who accept Scripture as God’s inerrant word and “naïvely” hold to counter-cultural Scriptural doctrines. 

When all is said and done, the most important thing is to meditate on the Scriptures prayerfully, and let the Holy Spirit speak to us through them. Otherwise, as we well know, “Ignorance of the Scripture is ignorance of Christ.”

