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A NEw TEACHING WITH AUTHORITY
A Re-evaluation of the Authority of the Bible

Mary Ann Tolbert

At the middle of the twentieth century, Rudolf Bultmann, drawing upon the
work of Wilhelm Dilthey, argued very convincingly that the Bible deserved no
“special hermeneutics” designed for reading and interpreting it alone; it
should, instead, he asserted, be treated exactly as one would treat any other
ancient text.! Whether persuaded by—or even aware of—Bultmann’s views or
not, most biblical scholarship of the last fifty years has followed his lead.
Methods and approaches drawn from other disciplines, like history, literature,
sociology, and anthropology, and regularly applied to other ancient texts,
dominate the current study of the Bible in the United States and Europe. Even
many of the self-consciously indigenous liberation theologies of the third
world owe a considerable debt to major European intellectual theories like
Marxism or to other traditions of textual analysis prominent in their own cul-
tural settings. In the modern scholarly world, Bultmann’s proscription against
isolating the interpretation of the Bible from all other intellectual systems or
insisting on a special method of reading suitable only for it has certainly won
the day.

Moreover, because modern scholarship forms and informs those who teach
the Bible in colleges, universities, and seminaries, this “general hermeneutics”
approach to the Bible has deeply influenced pedagogical practices. Even in
most confessional educational settings, explicating the Bible as literature and
history accompanies whatever more devotional or spiritual perspectives are
employed in teaching it. The character of the Bible as a collection of ancient
texts from different cultures and different historical periods, and the impor-
tance of understanding the Bible using the methods of interpretation applica-
ble to other similar texts, seem to be widely supported conventions of study
and teaching in most colleges, universities, and seminaries in this country.

However, if one looks at the way many modern Christians and major
church groups or denominations often employ the Bible in public debates,
especially those debates over social and ethical issues, one generally finds a dif-
ferent set of reading conventions being employed, a set of conventions pro-
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foundly molded by claims for the Bible’s normative or authoritative status.
Moreover, this authoritative manner of reading the Bible insists on distin-
guishing it from all other ancient texts as a work inspired in one way or
another by a Divine Author.? Thus, it is a unique text, so it is claimed, and the
way it is to be read must be similarly unique. In other words, the Bible requires
precisely the “special hermeneutics” that Bultmann argued so elegantly
against in his essay. Bultmann’s essay, “Das Problem der Hermeneutik,” was
itself, of course, an attempt to counter the special reading practices proposed
by Karl Barth in his dogmatic approach to the Bible.® Almost fifty years after
his article and regardless of the pedagogical and research practices of most
biblical scholars before and since it was written, the bifurcation, which
Bultmann faced at mid-century, between the “general hermeneutics” ap-
proach to the Bible advanced by scholarship and the “special hermeneutics”
taught by many ecclesiastical bodies continues to reign supreme.

In this essay, | want to explore not the reading conventions of biblical schol-
arship, but instead the dynamics and results of reading the Bible as many in
church communities are encouraged to hear it, as a “teaching with authority.”
What happens to biblical texts when they are circumscribed by a discourse of
authority? What are some of the elements of the “special hermeneutics” still
so prevalent in dogmatic considerations of the Bible, and what effects have
they had on the way the Bible has been taught to and used by many within the
churches, especially in public debates on social issues? I must confess that part
of the impetus for this reflection comes from my increasing frustration over
the apparent inability of biblical scholarship to influence current popular
understandings of Christianity and from my perplexity at what laity and pas-
tors, who have been educated in the historical, literary, and sociological milieu
of the biblical world and biblical literature, do or do not do when they leave
their college or seminary classrooms and enter their church communions.
There appear to be (at least) two separate discourses about the Bible present in
American society, the historical and literary discourse of scholarship and the
authoritative discourse of the churches. This is not to say that some important
denominations and individual church groups are not profoundly influenced in
their understanding of the Bible by the past several centuries of biblical schol-
arship, nor is it to say that there are no biblical scholars who participate both
personally and professionally in promoting discourses of authority and not-
mativity. My claim is only that the dominant form of hermeneutics used by
most biblical scholars in research and teaching, as witnessed, for example, by
professional journals, papers delivered at international, national, and regional
Society of Biblical Literature meetings, and discussions on the practices of
teaching, is markedly different from the dominant form of hermeneutics found
in most ecclesiastical bodies. And, whatever else it may rest upon, this differ-
ence certainly has to do with claims of authority and normativity.

In pursuing this reflection, I will look first at the history of doctrines con-
cerning the authority of the Bible; then I will review briefly some of the effects
of authoritative readings on public debates over social and ethical issues, and
from that review begin to sketch the conventions of reading the Bible which
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this “special hermeneutics” requires. Finally, I will suggest an alternative view
of the function of the Bible in the church, which attempts to bridge the present
bifurcation between the scholarly and ecclesiastical patterns of reading.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF DOCTRINES
OF BIBLICAL AUTHORITY

Although the texts of the Christian canon have demonstrated the rhetorical
power of their narrative worlds on generations of believers, and they have cer-
tainly had profound formational impact on the evolution of Christian piety and
discourse from the early centuries of the Common Era, the development of doc-
trines concerning the authority of the Bible, which in some sense fix or legalize
the rhetorical and formational importance of the Bible,? are of more recent ori-
gin. For the most part their production evolved after the Reformation period
when the doctrine of sola scriptura came to the forefront of Christian, especially
Protestant Christian, debate. Moreover, not only were such doctrines relatively
late bloomers, coming mostly from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
they were also contrived in very problematic ways. A number of scholars in
recent years, most notably James Barr in several publications,® have pointed to
difficulties in the formulations and uses of Protestant doctrines of biblical
authority. The foremost problem, stated in its baldest form, is that orthodox
Protestant doctrines of taking the Bible as the ultimate authority in all doctrinal
matters cannot itself be verified from the Bible. The “biblical world,” that his-
torical period in which God’s revelation occurred as witnessed by the biblical
writings, antedates those writings themselves. The Word of God did not come
to Isaiah as a document to be interpreted, and although Jesus and Paul, the
major characters in the “New Testament period” had, unlike Moses and Isaiah,
a scriptural tradition to use, the freedom with which they altered it, repudiated
it, or interpreted it is striking.6 Indeed, James Dunn, in arguing for an evangeli-
cal perspective on the authority of the Bible based on “the New Testament atti-
tude to, and use of, scripture” must deny “that Christians today can necessarily
treat the scriptures . . . with the same sovereign freedom exercised by Jesus and
Paul,”” thus leaving evangelicals in the contradictory position of both appealing
to the New Testament as norm and at the same time denying the current applic-
ability of what is found there. The problem, seen in relation to the specific issue
of canon, can also be found in chapter I of the seventeenth-century Westminster
Confession, the document upon which the Reformed tradition continues to
base its doctrine of scriptural authority: The Confession states that only the
sixty-six books of the (Protestant) canon compose scripture as inspired by God
and therefore provide the sole basis of all doctrinal formulation; yet, 7o passage
in any of those sixty-six books provides a list of which texts are inspired, or
which are not, nor is there a numerical limit to that group.® Evidence for the
canon of scripture and its precise limits can only be found outside the canon!
In addition to this major doctrinal difficulty of being unable to ground the
authority of scripture in scripture itself, most formulations of the doctrine of
biblical authority evince obvious inconsistencies by tending to see some ele-



A New Teaching with Authority 171

ments of scripture as more authoritative than others. The “canon within a
canon” pattern is quite ancient and could, in fact, claim as scriptural warrant
the story of Jesus’ declaration of the two great commandments, love of God and
love of neighbor, as the essence of all the law and the prophets (Matt. 22:36-40).
Luther’s view of Christian salvation as “by grace through faith” had the effect
of elevating the writings of Paul and dooming the Epistle of James, among oth-
ers, to ridicule or oblivion. One might then suppose that the point of developing
a doctrine of biblical authority was to underline major themes within biblical
material as essential to Christian faith today. However, James Barr has argued
quite persuasively that the main reason was precisely the contrary: traditional
Protestant orthodoxy needed the authority of an inspired canon, not to empha-
size dominant biblical patterns, but rather to elevate as essential theological
beliefs “elements which had comparatively slight and even marginal representa-
tion within the biblical material: the virgin birth, predestination, the inspiration
of scripture.”® Consequently, the doctrine of biblical authority supplies ecclesi-
astical bodies with power to proclaim as normative Christian belief, not love of
God and love of neighbor, but those peripheral and “thinly evidenced” (by one,
two, or three separate proof texts) issues like the inspiration of scripture, the
legality of slavery, or the sinfulness of homosexuality. Moreover, because these
elements are often so rarely addressed within the canon as a whole, both chang-
ing social values within the broader, contemporary society and dissenting inter-
pretations by other Christian groups can sometimes erase or deny formerly
“essential” biblical teachings (e.g., “slaves obey your masters” or the definition
of predestination). Thus, the doctrine of biblical authority has generally func-
tioned to assure not the continuing importance of widely attested or program-
matic themes in scripture, but rather the divine inspiration of the tenuous and
the marginal. Indeed, from just a superficial overview of Christian history since
the Reformation, the invocation of the tenet of biblical authority has been
remarkably negative; that is, it has been employed most often to exclude certain
groups or people,' to pass judgment on various disapproved activities,!! and to
justify morally or historically debatable positions.'? I am not saying that the
Bible has been primarily negative in its influence over the centuries, for that
assertion would be easily challenged by the lives of many good-hearted
Christians, working for peace, liberation, justice, and human salvation, who
have drawn much of their inspiration from the Bible. Nor am I arguing that
attempts to formulate the place of the Bible theologically in relation to the
Christian life have always arisen from necessarily exclusivistic aims,'3 although
that might well sometimes have been the case. It is not the Bible itself but the
overt, often institutionally based appeal to an already formulated doctrine of
biblical authority that displays this generally negative, exclusivistic pattern. It is
this use of biblical authority by various ecclesiastical bodies, especially in con-
temporary situations, that requires serious investigation.

THE USE OF BIBLICAL AUTHORITY IN THE SOCIAL ARENA

While it is certainly true that many saintly and influential people as diverse as
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Mother Teresa, Albert Schweitzer, and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., have found
inspiration for liberation, justice, and mercy in the pages of the Bible, its insti-
tutional, authoritative use in some of the most important social and ethical
conflicts in recent American history has often pitted the Bible against those
struggling for equality and human dignity. A few examples will suffice to iflus-
trate this disturbing point.

William Lloyd Garrison, one of the founders and most important figures in
the abolitionist movement of the 1830s and 40s became convinced of the
abomination of slavery out of his connection with the Great Revival move-
ments of the nineteenth century. Garrison and his followers found in the Bible,
from cover to cover, a total repudiation of the practice of slavery. In the early
1830s, Garrison clearly believed that the spirit of the Bible “spoke with such
unequivocal authority against slave owning that no sincere Christian, whether
minister or lay person, could fail to be persuaded.”* But fail they did. Instead
of embracing this liberative reading of the spirit of the Bible, white ministers
and lay Christians in both the South and the North contested Garrison’s inter-
pretations of scripture by pointing to the many instances in both the Hebrew
Bible and New Testament where slave holding was simply taken as a fact of
life. And more than that, did not Paul (or his followers) on several occasions
actually instruct slaves to obey their masters? Whether or not slavery violated
the “spirit” of the Bible, it most certainly did #o¢ violate many elements of its
“letter.” Consequently, by 1837, Garrison was so disgusted by this “Chris-
tian” response to the moral suasion of abolitionism that he renounced the
validity of scripture, the authority of ministers, and deemed all organized reli-
gion as “pernicious” and “malevolent.”’* A movement that started as a
response to the moral vision of revivalism and the Bible ended up attacking the
Bible and organized Christianity in general as its arch enemy in the quest for
human freedom. In the slavery debates, the weight of biblical authority was
clearly on the side of systems of oppression.

Much the same experience, I believe, has faced women of all races in both
the earlier suffrage movement and the more recent feminist movement in this
country. Without question many Christian women, and | would count myself
among them, recognize their formation in the biblical tradition as one of the
prime roots of their social activism. From the prophets’ calls for justice and
liberation to Jesus’ welcoming of women and men to follow him and become
part of the family of God, Jewish and Christian feminists have found inspira-
tion, hope, and courage in the texts of the Bible. Yet, like the earlier abolition-
ists, they have also found there the warrants for much of their second-class
treatment in Western society. Conservative church leaders and many others,
not especially interested in Christianity but very concerned to preserve their
own privileges, quote the Bible’s many injunctions against the full enfranchise-
ment of women: women should keep silent in the church, women should not
be allowed to teach men, women are the possessions of their fathers and hus-
bands, women are sexually promiscuous, women are responsible for the Fall
of humanity, etc. And did not Paul (or his followers) on several occasions actu-
ally instruct women to obey their husbands, since their husbands were their
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heads as Christ was the head of the church? Although there are some positive
descriptions of individual women in the Bible (Deborah, Hulda, Junica,
Priscilla, etc.), the preponderance of biblical material in both the Hebrew Bible
and the New Testament presents women in subordinate, passive, victimized,
or less-than-fully-human roles. Thus, the Bible serves to naturalize and autho-
rize the misogynous estimation of all women as victims, servants, or seduc-
tresses—ones whose control by others is always appropriate.

In both the public debates over slavery and those over the secondary stand-
ing of women, the Bible actually provides abundant material to justify the con-
tinuation of systems of exploitation and abuse. Even the detestable use by the
Nazis of the New Testament invective against the Pharisees to defend their
monstrous policy of Jewish extermination rests on a frighteningly ample bibli-
cal base. However, in the current debate over homosexuality, the Bible has very
little to say at all—though you certainly would not know it from listening to
many church leaders, both fundamentalist and mainline. In this case especially,
the use of claims to biblical authority for supporting textually tenuous posi-
tions is manifestly apparent. At the most generous estimate, the entire Bible
contains only nine brief references to homoeroticism, six in the Hebrew Bible
and three in the New Testament, occupying in all less than twelve verses of text.
And even those numbers are misleading, since four of the references in the
Hebrew Bible (Deut. 23:17, [ Kings 14:24, I Kings 22:46, 1I Kings 23:7) may
actually simply be prohibitions against prostitution by men and women'¢ and
two of the references in the New Testament (1 Cor. 6:9-11 and 1 Tim. 1:10) are
based on interpretations of Greek words whose exact meanings are actually
unknown or unclear.’” This leaves only the two references in the Holiness Code
of Leviticus (18:19-23 and 20:10-16) and Paul’s one assertion in Romans as to
what he thinks is “natural” and “unnatural” (the only citation in the Bible that
even mentions female homoeroticism, if that is indeed what it is about'8) as the
sole biblical witnesses for a modern Christian rejection of homosexuality. Jesus
in the gospels says absolutely nothing about the subject, and indeed if you
define homosexuality as people of the same gender living together, loving and
caring for each other in a primary relationship, Jesus’ relationship to his male
disciples, as it is depicted in all four of the canonical gospels, would clearly fit
the definition. After all, most of the people Jesus is said to love in the Bible are
other men. However we understand the portrayal of Jesus’ own intimate pref-
erences, his teachings about divorce, for example, are much less ambiguous,
more heavily attested, and much clearer than anything the New Testament has
to say about homoeroticism. Yet, most Protestant denominations which will
not ordain openly homosexual people, supposedly because of biblical author-
ity, are quite willing to ordain divorced people. It is the appalling hypocrisy of
such use of biblical authority that makes the current church debates over
homosexuality so invidious and so infuriating.

In the cases of all three of these recent social movements for human libera-
tion, the repressive role of the Bible in public discussions of who, in a democra-
tic saciety, should have inalienable rights and who should not, is remarkable and
gives ample evidence of the easy complicity of the Bible with systems of exploita-
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tion, exclusion, and death. This complicity, [ want to argue, cannot be dismissed
as solely the result of deliberate and selective misinterpretations of biblical texts.
Most repressive interpretations, though certainly not all, are instead generally
defensible readings of what the text says and indeed what it probably said to its
ancient audiences. I think Paul did believe that slaves should be faithful to their
owners and that wives should be subordinate to their husbands. He also proba-
bly thought relations between women or between men were “unnatural,”
though his understanding of what was “natural” in sexual relations was likely
quite different from contemporary views, since sexual relations in antiquity
were constructed primarily in terms of social status rather than gender.'”® The
pressing question is not whether Paul believed these things, but whether or not
we do. Are slavery, the subordination of women, or the “natural” sexuality of
dominance and submission what Christians in a democratic society of the late
twentieth century ought to believe and want to preach to others?

The Bible, of course, does not come from a democratic society of the late
twentieth century. It was formed in the profoundly hierarchical and patriar-
chal cultures of the ancient Hebrews and the early Christians, and much of the
negative role of the Bible in contemporary public debates arises precisely from
this formation. The Bible, like any other book, is saturated by the social, cul-
tural, political, and religious understandings of the peoples who produced it.
They lived in a strictly hierarchical world order with the king, the high priest,
or the emperor at the top of a pyramid of power; in the early Roman period
when the texts of the New Testament were written, the family was to be a
microcosm of the empire, with the pater familias, the father, at the top, and his
wives, children, and slaves in ordered sequence beneath him. Every page of the
Bible is shaped by similar social and cultural conventions. However, unlike all
other books so shaped, in the modern ecclesiastical world this ancient Bible
often participates in an institutional discourse of authority and control, is
viewed as normative by some Christians, and is revered as an icon by many
others. One result of granting transcendent, authoritative status to this text is
that we are also granting normative status to the hierarchical, patriarchal
worldview of the first millennium B.C.E. and the first centuries C.E., since the
regulations and stories of the Bible cannot be abstracted from the languages,
cultural views, and social practices of their contexts of production. But if we
no longer have kings or emperors, should we insist on keeping slaves or sub-
ordinating women? Do the legitimate fears of a marginal tribal society for its
survival, which influenced its many prohibitions about wasting “the seed,”
really provide any rationale whatsoever, in our seriously overpopulated world,
for modern discrimination against homosexuals?

Moreover, the authoritative use of the hierarchical, patriarchal organiza-
tion of the biblical world has not only promoted the negative role of the Bible
in public social debates, it has also had, | would argue, detrimental effects on
the structures of contemporary Christian communities. While it is certainly
true that all social affiliations involve relations of power, hierarchy organizes
these generally fluid power relations vertically in such a way that those few at
the top dispose a disproportionate amount of power in relation to the much
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Jarger groups below them. In addition, I understand the word “patriarchal,” a
word that has been rightly criticized recently by some feminists, to refer to
those social structures that freeze power relations and ascribe them rigidly to
set groups within the culture, reserving the most powerful positions for the
most economically privileged males of the dominant race or ethnic group.
Many modern Christian communities use the hierarchical, patriarchal struc-
tures of the biblical world as models for structuring their own fellowships. In
my view such modeling is extremely dangerous, for it fosters, among other
things, the increasing and lamentable chasm between clergy and laity, church
boards and the people they serve. And worse still, it advances the pervasive
and demoralizing attitude of regarding laity as passive, perpetual children
sunk in theological and spiritual inertia who need to be superintended, often
very patronizingly, by spiritually superior clergy. Furthermore, because of the
permanent, disproportionate power placed in the hands of clergy, they are ele-
vated to a spiritual pedestal that virtually assures their inability to be honest
about their own lives with their congregations or, all too often, even with
themselves. Nor are their continually infantile parishioners, always subject to
the judgment and reprimand accorded children, in any better shape. Along
with theologian Rebecca Chopp,?® I would assert that one of the most disturb-
ing aspects of contemporary Christian life is that churches today are not places
in which people are free to speak the truth about their own lives.

All of these communal and social difficulties I have just illustrated—and
many | have not—accompany the invocation of the doctrine of biblical
authority. By looking closely at these examples and others, we can begin to
uncover some of the conventions presupposed by the “special hermeneutics”
adopted for reading the Bible as authoritative or normative.

THE “SPECIAL HERMENEUTICS” OF BIBLICAL AUTHORITY

We have already observed that appeals to the doctrine of biblical authority
tend to be mounted only in situations of a conflict of viewpoints, usually to
exclude what some powerful members of a religious community take to be
threatening beliefs by those both within and outside the community. It is
important to notice that issues upon which most of the community or denom-
ination agree, whether approved within the biblical text or—-most reveal-
ingly-—-disapproved within the text (e.g., divorce, usury), are never discussed
under the rubric of biblical authority. Moreover, perspectives championed
in the Bible, which many modern Christian communities reject as inappropri-
ate (e.g., polygamy, slavery, specific hair lengths for men and women, com-
munal ownership of property), are also rarely the subject of discussions of
biblical authority. In the case of these latter concerns especially, the historical
conditionedness of the biblical text is often raised as a reason for ignoring
embarrassing biblical mandates; in other words, with texts deemed to be
out of step with modern ethical and theological sensibilities, employing the
“general hermeneutics” approach of biblical scholarship is perfectly accept-
able. Thus, the “special hermeneutics” of biblical authority or normativity













































