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         Let me begin our discussion of the role of scripture in spiritual formation by saying that my belief in the reliability of Holy Scripture is not rooted in any formal theory of inerrancy.  Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 1:14, “I am thankful that I did not baptize any of you except Crispus and Gaius,” but he then turned around in the next verses and corrected this error in the text.  Yes, I also baptized the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I don't remember if I baptized anyone else.  Is it really too much of a shock for me to say that I would believe Paul’s letter to be essentially true whether or not he ever corrected this error or admitted his lapse of memory? Doesn’t this text suggest that trying to measure scripture by an imagined chronological or textual flawlessness is to set up a standard of measurment that the texts never set up for themselves? 

       Furthermore, let me associate myself with Brother Jones’ basic move-- developing a presiding model of the gospel that forms the basis for how we read and apply scripture.     It is historically naïve to talk about “New Testament Christianity” and refuse to collectively develop what we think is the central creed.  It is naïve because in the first centuries of the church (before the Bible was universally available and standardized) it was precisely this creedal center that the church said was the very Word of God and the ultimate authority for the church.  New Testament Christianity in its multi-faceted forms was united in this: it did not have a New Testament.  But by Divine revelation the early church did have the Word.  They did proclaim the faith—the creed—“once and for all delivered.” 

       Yet, I confess that in my context I’m sometimes met with fear and resistance when I point out that when Paul speaks of the logos tou ho staurou, the Word of the cross, or the logos tou theou, the Word of God, Paul is not speaking of the Bible but of the central Christian tradition which mediates the presence of the risen Christ.  And sometimes this resistance comes from folks who know full well what kind of milage some other Christians are trying to get out of this distinction between the Word of God and the Bible.   Frankly, in numerous instances, this distinction seems to serve as cover for those who want to dodge biblical material which they find offensive or embarrassing on contemporary cultural grounds.  It allows them to continue to say that they believe “the Bible contains the Word of God” while dismissing whole sections of the canonical witness.
          This is not at all my agenda. But I see some important points of convergence between myself and numerous reformers withing Main-line Protestantism.  I agree with many post-liberal thinkers that we should not try to find in a supposed textual flawlessness an apologetic foundation for faith.  And I affirm that New Testament texts must be read as the early church’s historically unique efforts to reason on the basis of the central gospel Word. Furthermore, I confess that our failure to read texts through the hermeneutical lens of the gospel has generated countless readings that have been sectarian, self-serving, and even violent.  

        Nevertheless, as a believer, I’m convicted that the church should always approach the canonical texts with a disposition of trust.    The early church thoroughly measured our texts by the rule of faith.  And so with the church fathers (along with the faithful of 15 centuries since)  I do not find biblical instruction to be at variance with the central Word of God.  

       Main-Line Protestantism often assumes that “conservatives” do not understand that the Bible is historically contingent.  There’s some truth in the assumption, yet when it comes to explaining inner-cannonical tension Main-line Protestants, themselves, often abandon historicism’s essential insight.  They begin pitting contextually different texts (sometimes from entirely different parts of the canon) against one another is if we must opt for one over the other.  Sometimes they seem to miss that it is the different historical contingencies which are driving the change in the shape of biblical instruction.

       Therefore, when I encounter dissonance between biblical texts and my understanding of the central Word, my stance of trust compels me to 1) re-understand the biblical instruction, or 2) re-understand the context in which the instruction is given, or 3) refine my understanding of the gospel, itself.  
       I have some grave concerns with the growing hermeneutic of suspicion that sees some oppressive demon hiding behind nearly every section of the canon.  I have little use for a critically neutral approach to the texts. Several years ago I encountered an exposition of 1 John 4:18 in a Main-line Protestant setting which illustrates my concern.  John affirms, “Perfect love drives out fear.”  The first word the expositor could muster in exposition of this biblical assurance was a begrudging, “Maybe.”   In other words, the text of 1 John from the outset was being approached with an an unabashed doubt which undercuts any motivation to understand what might really be meant by Christ’s love made perfect in Christian community.  Ostensibly this “maybe” suggests the church should entertain the possibility that human fear is just immune to the gospel.   
       I confess that I fear this “maybe-ism” as much as I do the adverse consequences of interpreting the Bible flatly as if all its supposed inerrant utterances are of equal importance.  Admittedly, this requires that we negotiate a narrow path.  Without appealing to any doctrine of inerrancy as an epistemic foundation,  we should continue to approach the canonical texts with explicit, self-involving trust, believing the Eternal Word is faithfully revealed in “all Scripture.”  While acknowledging that texts are historically contingent and must be interpreted from the perspective of the central rule of faith, we can do so in a way demonstrates how even the most difficult texts may be seen as consonant with that gospel.      

        These issues are not new to the Stone-Campbell tradition, and in the remainder of this paper I want to use an incident from our history as a platform for discussing competing approaches to Scripture within our wider heritage.  With one exemplary text—that of Philemon—I hope to demonstrate how reading the Bible through the interpretive lens of the gospel will, rather than undermine difficult biblical texts, actually help us retain them as trusted sources of the church’s collective wisdom.

Butler, Campbell and the Text of Philemon

       Back in 1856 when Butler University was called North Western, the college gave entrance to a group of students who had been expelled from Alexander Campbell’s Bethany College for “agitating the subject of slavery.” 

        During an exchange in the Millennial Harbinger, The college’s founder, Ovid Butler, insisted that Christians should not obey the fugitive slave law which required citizens to assist in returning escaped slave property to their Southern owners.  Campbell, though personally against slavery, took the position that the government ought to be obeyed, and that there was not anything inherently wrong with a benevolent master and slave relationship.  After all, the Pauline household codes made provisions for slavery.  And the explicit procedure followed by Paul in Philemon was to return a runaway.  Surely Paul would not have done this if the institution of slavery was necessarily always unethical. Christians in his day, argued Campbell, ought to do the same.

         Butler, however, argued that the “divine philanthropy,” God’s love for mankind, was in principle contrary to the institution of slavery, and Christians should not participate in the oppression of others who are obviously trying to escape such a terrible circumstance.  There had to be a way to read Philemon that did not give cover to the slave interests that were systematically exploiting an entire race.

         Who was right?  How do we read Philemon?  Perhaps no letter more graphically illustrates the difference between searching the Scriptures themselves for precedents and explicit instructions for nearly every human question, and searching the scriptures for a Christ-centered wisdom about how the Apostles themselves reasoned from the rule of faith.   My thesis through all of this is that we must reject the former in favor of the latter.  
       Onesimus was Philemon’s runaway slave who evidently made it to Rome, and, in one of history’s great ironies, came to Christ under the tutelage of the very missionary supported by his master!   Paul sends Onesimus, whose name means useful, back to his owner, now “useful” in a kingdom sense.  Paul asks that Onesimus be welcomed—not punished.  Any debts, thefts or liabilities incurred in the slave’s absence Paul himself volunteers to pay.  And the Apostle none too subtly hints that upon his own arrival Philemon might “do even more than he asks” by freeing Onesimus so that the then former slave could continue to be “useful” to Paul in his missionary service.  

      The precedent found in this letter, if followed, would require returning escaped slaves to bondage.  As such the “underground railroad” would be deemed unethical.  Even if we concede that Paul is suggesting manumission, this would imply that Philemon as the slave’s owner has the right to either exercise this option or to not do so.  Reading the Bible for precedents and written procedures must yield the conclusion that ownership of human beings is, at least under certain circumstances ethical, and at least in some situations to be tolerated.  

      However, if one reads this letter with the central images of the faith in mind—if the letter is read as a kind of coach for how to reflect on the rule of faith-- then it becomes possible to see how the institution of human bondage runs counter to the gospel of Jesus Christ and the new liberating social reality that gospel necessarily is trying to create amidst this enslaved world.  One of the central metaphors to describe Christ’s work for us is that he ransomed us out of slavery, and Paul’s Christ-like offer to buy Onesimus out of his bondage is striking and deliberate.  Ransom language can only move slave owners in one direction—the direction of manumitting their slaves!   How could they not do for others what Christ had done for them?

       Along these lines I think it is crucial for interpretation to note that Paul reminds Philemon that as an apostle he could force him to welcome Onesimus.  Yet, by way of contrast, he makes his “appeal on the basis of love.” (8,9)  Pitting coercion and love against each other in this way is quite telling, and again quite deliberate.  Paul could have just decided to keep Onesimus as part of the missionary support due him from Philemon’s church, “but,” he cleverly repeats himself, “I wouldn’t want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.”   Paul is in effect saying to Philemon, “if Christ appeals to us on the basis of love—if I, Paul, refuse to coerce you, Philemon, for the sake of love—how then can you turn to this poor slave and force him back into bondage?”  Paul is saying that embedded in the grammar of gospel love is the notion that for love to be love it must be freely given.  Nobody wants a groom who says, “I do” merely because there is a shotgun at his back.  Forced love is not love.  Forced grace is not grace.   And when we require someone to do well, we actually rob them of the possibility of the blessing they might receive if they were allowed to respond freely in view of God’s mercy. 

        While Paul may choose to be in chains for the gospel, his bondage is something he chooses to endure in order to proclaim the existence of a new community where there is “neither man nor woman, Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free!”  The social distinctions of the world melt away in the mystic union of those who are “in Christ.”  Thus, the concept of coercion runs counter to the new reality that the gospel creates—namely that all believers are bound together in Christ as one body with mutual regard for all members.  As such, others in the community of faith are never strictly “other.” In Paul’s words, they become  someone, “who is my very heart.” (12)  The “usefulness” of another in Christ goes way beyond what they may produce for our own benefit.  Being in Christ means that all members have entered freely into a relationship of mutual obligation where each member belongs to the other and owes each other their “very life.” (19) Such a community of faith exists in Christ to “refresh one another’s hearts”—quite literally to “let one another’s affections be at rest!” (7, 12, 20)  In Jesus the community Paul envisions is a revolutionary body where slaves are welcomed as Apostles! (17) “All the saints” whom Philemon is praised for loving in verse 5 and whose “feelings he put at rest” in verse 7 are partners or fellow sharers together in the life that is Christ.  Now, this included a person like Onesimus, too.  Thus, in Butler’s words, the “divine philanthropy” undercut the social dynamics which made slavery workable.   Admittedly there were times when it was useful for slaves not to seek release, but this was not one of them.  Philemon ought to have freely wanted to “do far more” for Onesimus than Paul asked.   

         So it is only true to say Paul did not oppose slavery at one level.  It is true he refused to use politically manipulative or coercive means to enforce certain standards of human justice, especially outside the body of Christ.  Such coerciveness would be nearly as counter to the Apostle’s revolutionary gospel as slavery was coercive itself.   

          Butler was reading the Bible as if it contained instances of how the rule of faith needed to govern our understanding of why Paul was doing what he was doing. With such a frame of reference, it is possible to reason that Paul sent Onesimus back in the hope of Onesimus’ liberation knowing that coercion of slaves is counter to “the divine philanthropy.”  But for the same reason it is wrong to coerce the life of a slave, Paul did not want to come down heavy on Philemon, the owner.  The act of sending Onesimus back, viewed from this perspective, was a rejection of coercive tactics practiced on the slave owner as well as rejecting this on behalf of the slave so as to engender genuine good feeling between them both.    Sending Onesimus back was a refusal to try to bring about liberation and equality on the sly or by force.  The return of the slave with a gospel appeal to the owner is a rejection of the coercive (and by extension violent) methods used by Spartacus… and John Brown.  But Butler did not think such texts should be used to sanction slave interests in the United States.  And I trust neither do we.  

Conclusion

         Back to the point that all this is supposed to illustrate:  I’m arguing that scripture is a record of the early church’s effort to reason on the basis of the central confession—what Paul refers to as the “pattern of teaching,” the “good deposit” or the “Word of God.”   Understanding the contents of this Word and learning to reason from its moral implications is vital, for it is through this central material that the historically contingent Bible has to be correctly interpreted.     

          The alternative is to be placed in one ethical dilemma after another. If the Bible is to be interpreted flatly as “an unchanging “constitution” wherein we find inspired examples to be replicated in our own day without reference to an overarching rule which governs interpretation, then we will be put in innumerable spots where we either will have to defend something like slavery, or else say Paul’s instruction and example was wrong.  There have been plenty of people who have done one or the other.  And either way the Bible’s credibility is eroded.  It is only by approaching biblical texts as illustrations of how the central rule of faith was applied in biblical contexts, will we be able to cultivate an environment where church members will routinely listen to “all Scripture” with heightened expectation, genuinely trusting that Christ speaks through it for today. 

1 Here I want to acknowledge my indebtedness to numerous conversations I have had with one of our panelists, Carson Reed.  15 years ago my thinking about inspiration began to change.  It’s significant that Church of Christ ministers were saying similar things almost 50 years ago.  See David Bobo, Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible.  Abilene Christian College Lectures, 1960 p64.


� Here and throughout I’m indebted to my teacher Newell Williams.  His 1998 Encounter article discussing Campbell and Butler’s different approaches to the fugitive slave law is a great read.   Encounter: 16 Vol. 59. Winter 1998 Numbers 1-2. p 16.   





