‘The Unpredictable Text: Why it’s worth re-visiting the Bible’

Professor Alister McGrath

Transcript

Well, let me begin by saying what a huge pleasure and privilege it is to be able to speak on this theme.  Which I think, is a very important theme and I want to encourage it in every way possible. And, I think, linking it with the King James Bible Celebrations of 2011 is admirable.  It gives us a jumping off point; it gives us time to think, time to prepare.  And as the nation celebrates what it regards as a historic and cultural landmark I very much hope we will be able to open its pages as a text through which God spoke, and still speaks to all of us.  And it seems to me that really is a challenge but a challenge that we can rise to.
I want to begin by quoting from the translators’ preface.  This, as you will know, that two of the translators wrote.   It was translated in all the early editions of the King James Bible. And they are asking the question, why is translation necessary?  And they use a whole series of images to try and help us understand why translation matters.  It is about ‘breaking the shell, that we may eat the kernel’; it is about ‘putting aside the curtain that we may look into the most holy place’; it is about ‘removing the cover off the well, so that we may come by the water’.  And the illustrations pile up but the central theme is there is something vital there is something living here and the translators have the privilege of being able to open this up and make it accessible. And that seems to me to be a really important point, for us to keep coming back to ‘opening it up making it accessible’. Here is the well in which there is pure water, but the lid needs to be removed, people need to be able to find this well and drink of the water that it contains.  
And of course we are celebrating the King James Bible, and that of course is admirable.  It has richness, it has an accuracy, it has a cultural authority which persists to this day.  And every time we hear Handel’s Messiah, every time you turn on the radio and listen to the festival of nine lessons and carols from Kings College, you will hear the King James Bible speak to you.  And I want to say it continues to speak very, very powerfully.  Stephen Fry, for example, recently spoke quite movingly of the impact of this text on him at his father’s funeral.  And that, I think, reminds us that there is a text here that has the capacity to speak, to break down barriers to move people to tears. But the same Stephen Fry in the more recent television programme talked about the Old Testament as the ‘ramblings of a stone age tribe’.  And, I think, that alerts us to the difficulties that we face here. I want to try and begin to map out some of the challenges that we face.  And Ann hinted at some of those in her earlier presentation.  

First of all, we face the issue of cultural busyness.  Evangelicals still talk about the ‘quiet time’.  But I’m afraid all the statistics suggest this is increasingly a rarity. But we do need to address the challenges that we find in contemporary culture, where people are so busy that finding time for their families and finding time for reading God’s word is becoming increasingly problematic.  We may criticise and it is very easy to do so, but there is a deep problem here that we need to reflect about.  How are we going to be able to address this concern?  I know you’re thinking about that, but we need to get that problem out on the table.  

More significantly, a major cultural trend that’s taking place in front of our eyes and that’s the shift from word to image.  And you all know about this, you’ve all thought about this.  That we live in a culture where increasingly people are moving away from word based arguments, to image based associations.  If you want an example, I’m old enough to remember tooth-paste advertisements on commercial television when that first arrived.  And those of you who are old enough to be able to rejoice in this memory with me will remember that basically a man wearing a white coat, because he was a scientist would appear on screen point to the toothpaste and say here are six good reasons why you will use this toothpaste.  And they were all listed very scientific, very rigorous. In our own day and age, we have some incredibly suave elegant person waft onto the screen and brush their teeth with this toothpaste.  The image says use this toothpaste and you can be like me.  The image carries the argument.  
The text that was read for us this morning is I think enormously helpful; Christ is the image of the invisible God.  We can do a lot with that culturally.  But in a culture which is devaluing words, arguments, we need to ask very hard how we begin to reconnect a text with a culture that is deeply suspicious of texts.  It can be done but we’ve got work to do to make it happen.  We’ve also, I think got some work to do at other levels as well.  

I talked earlier about translation and translation really does matter, it needs to be done.  But there is an extra task that needs to be carried out. It’s not simply sufficient to translate scripture into English; we need to make sure we need to translate the text culturally.  CS Lewis talks about this a lot, in his essay ‘God in the Dock’, where he talks about the need to translate all our theology into the vernacular.  And he argues that this is difficult but it is immensely worthwhile.  He says you haven’t really understood your own theology until you can express it in plain language.  And I think there remains for us a challenge here.  Paul will talk about glorious themes like justification, redemption, salvation, and these are words that matter profoundly to us. But they are words our culture doesn’t understand.  And one of the challenges we face is to be able to translate biblical notions into lived lives.  To be able to bring out the deeper meaning of these, so they have the capacity not simply to be understood, but also to transform. And that seems to me to be a challenge that we can easily rise to, but its one I think that needs to be done.  I mentioned CS Lewis a moment ago, and Lewis will be remembered in 2013 which is the fiftieth anniversary of his death.  And Lewis I think in many ways represents a very well argued, very well defended, very culturally attractive form of the Christian faith.  I was speaking to the CS Lewis Society at Oxford on Monday night, and one of the questions we debated there was Lewis’ use of scripture.  To cut a very long discussion short, Lewis doesn’t use scripture very much. As those of you who’ve read him will know.  Indeed if you think of his book in which he engages with scripture most ‘Reflections on the Psalms’, actually he’s dealing with problems that arise from the biblical text.  And in many ways I think Lewis reminds us that there is an issue here, that for many Christianity is something that is based on scripture but we can now leave scripture behind because we’ve got the ideas that emerge from it. And in many ways while I have immense admiration for Lewis, and in many ways he’s one of my theological heroes, he also distances us from the text. And I want to say that this remarkably exciting venture we’re celebrating this morning has the capacity to reconnect with the text.  And that really needs to be done because we live in an age when biblical literacy really has fallen to dangerously low levels.  It means that preachers very often are forced to introduce the text rather than explore it in detail.  And that seems to me to be a real concern.  I concede there may be advantages to this.  What I’ve discovered in my own preaching is that you can now tell the parable of the Prodigal Son and people don’t know how it ends.  So you are able to replicate the sense of astonishment that the first hearers of that parable must have experienced.  
But I want to say to you that there is an issue here.  And I think in many ways it brings me back to some words that Pascale wrote in the seventeenth century in talking about the Christian faith.  He was critiquing those who say ‘lets argue people into the Kingdom of God’.  And Pascale’s argument was this: ‘we must make people wish that the gospel were true, and then show them that it is’.  In other words he’s arguing that there’s a need to create desire, a need to create excitement. If this were true, this would be transformative.  And then we follow through by saying ‘Actually it might be’.  And in many ways, I think that is the cultural challenge we face, not simply to say that you ought to be reading this text, which needs to be said inside the church as well as outside.  But in effect to say, ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful, amazing if there were a text which opened up the deepest mysteries of life, which speaks to you of meaning and significance and transformation, which speaks to you of a God who came where you are to bring you where He is. That is what the Bible speaks about. And in many ways we have to think about ways of re-energising the love affair between the Church and scripture on the one hand, and between our English culture and scripture on the other.  I concede there are difficulties here, but I want to emphasize there are enormous opportunities here. And therefore I want to commend what is being proposed, give it my full support at the same time saying lets open our eyes to the problems we must face. Because there is one more we need to engage and that is cultural suspicion of the Bible.
We cannot speak about bringing the Bible back to people without realising that the publication of works such as Richard Dawkins, God Delusion, Christopher Hitchens, God is not great, have actually raised the temperature considerably by suggesting that really scripture in a text of terror.  I believe them to be profoundly wrong and I believe we can show them to be profoundly wrong, but that sound bite has had an impact. It’s created suspicion and we need to be aware of that in what we do.

Why was CS Lewis reluctant to engage with scripture?  Well, one reason that’s widely suggested is this: Lewis is reacting against a cultural stereotype, the, if I again just reinforce this stereotype without endorsing it, the preacher who simply thumps the tub; ‘Scripture says..’ that’s it. Unreflective.  That is culturally a real problem for us.  And what I need to say is that we need to go back to scripture. I encourage that, I take delight in that.  But we also need to be aware of the concerns and suspicions that are there in our culture.  We may want to confront them or we may want to graciously subvert them but we’ve got to have our eyes open if we do this.

And from all I’ve seen and read about this campaign I believe that this is the case.  And therefore I want to move on and simply emphasize how important this is.  ‘Without a vision the people perish’, and that seems to me to be a very helpful way of beginning to frame what is being proposed here. We need a vision; a vision that is going to excite us, a vision that is going to lay before us a way of reading the text, a way of engaging with the church, a way of engaging with our culture, which brings home to us how much is at stake and also all that could be done.  And in many ways it seems to me that that is the key thing that needs to be on your agenda.  Praying that God will refresh us, will renew us, will give us a new sense of confidence in scripture, a new sense of excitement as to what it says, and also, wisdom as we seek to make that all important connection between text and church, between text and culture.  I believe it can be done. We’re not talking about King Cnut trying to turn back the tide, we’re talking about realising what needs to be done and bringing together those who might under God’s grace be able to do it.  All of us dream dreams, and sometimes those dreams simply die in the night because we realise they are not going to go anyway, but when we all begin to dream the same dream, I think things are going to happen.
And so what I want to do if I may, is simply end by making a point that is such an integral theme in the New Testament that in one sense it does not need to be said but in another sense we need to be reminded of this as we begin to plan for this wonderful event. It’s this, it’s Paul in 2 Corinthians 12 reflecting on the thorn in the flesh. The thorn being something, maybe malaria, that weakened him, that made him aware of his own weakness and inadequacy in response to the tasks that lay ahead.  Europe had to be converted, Paul was aware of his weakness.  And maybe we feel there’s a parallel there between our own situation and that. So much that needs to be done, and it’s been entrusted to us who are aware of our weakness. And in that weakness, God speaks these words to Paul, and I want to suggest they are spoken to us as well, both to remind us of the centrality of scripture, and also to encourage us as we try to take the lid off the well, draw aside the curtain, crack the nut so that the kernel is made available: My grace is sufficient for you, My Strength is made perfect in weakness’. 

As you seek to bring scripture to our church and nation afresh its not simply the text that you are bringing it is the spiritual realities that the text expresses and mediates.  In one sense the text that we are going to be bringing to the nation authorises us, energises us, and resources us as we seek to do this.  I pray that God will bless this richly because there is so much that needs to be done, and I pray that God will bless you richly because you are the ones that have to do this, but you are not doing this on your own.  You are doing it in the presence and power of the One who speaks to us through scripture to reassure us; His grace is sufficient for all of us here today.  
Thank you for listening.
