
Hermeneutics, eschatology and the ethical agenda of the church.
Hermeneutics

Well, isn’t this fun! We have 30 minutes to talk about hermeneutics, eschatology and how that affect the ethical agenda of the church – an easy task don’t you think! What follows are some of the thoughts and ideas that are stimulating Jason and I as we attempt to pastor a congregation in our local context, and to guide a theological discussion. There are three questions that are lying behind most of the discussions we have, and we list them often: ‘What does it mean to be a Christian? What does it mean to be the church? What does it mean to be a pastor?’

Two lines about plethora of hermeneutical approaches!

If you were to speak to those who study hermeneutics at a theoretical level they might throw out a long list of different interpretive approaches! I came across one such list in the Pentecostal Journal. 


In addition to the now familiar historical, form and redaction criticisms… we now hear the voices of structuralism, post-structuralism, de-constructuralism, rhetorical criticism, reader-response criticism, canonical criticism, narrative and discourse analysis, generative poetics, genre criticism and the issue orientated hermeneutics of liberation and feminist theologies, to name only some of the more important developments.
What a mouthful!  Some of you are probably thinking – save me from this!

What was the point of listing all of those different approaches to interpreting texts? Well, I wanted to illustrate the point that we all approach texts from a specific point of view. Each of those hermeneutical or interpretive methods reflect to some degree or another, the goals… the habits… and the beliefs of the different reading communities. Probably the most obvious example being the feminist and liberation theologies that approach the biblical texts with an often predetermined goal, shaped by their specific context. But, all of us, even me as I stand here and give this presentation have predetermined goals, habits… specific approaches to reading the texts, ways and methods of using scripture as we dialogue. And we all do this, and its good to be aware of, and it’s not necessarily a bad thing.

Obi one Kenobi knew this all too well. Cast your mind to the Degaba swamp, Yoda has just passed away and the ghost of Ben Kenobi approaches Luke Skywalker as he is trying to come to terms with the revelation that Vader is his father.

LUKE: You told me Vader betrayed and murdered my father.

BEN: Your father was seduced by the dark side of the Force. He ceased to be Anakin Skywalker and became Darth Vader. When that happened, the good man who was your father was destroyed. So what I have told you was true... from a certain point of view.

LUKE: (turning away, derisive) A certain point of view!

And then Ben Kenobi – lecturer in hermeneutics mutters those unforgettable words… 

BEN:  Luke, you're going to find that many of the truths we cling to depend greatly on our own point of view.
He was right.

Brueggemann (who for me is akin to the Jedi Master) says that we must recognise that ‘there is no interest-free interpretation, no interpretation that is not in the service of some interest and in some sense advocacy.’ 

No one interprets in a vacuum, and everyone has presuppositions and pre-understandings... We come to the text with a lot of other stuff that colours our interpretation. Like in photography, we have different filters that shut out certain elements and add others. 

So with that in mind, I am going to speak about Hermeneutics, eschatology and how that might effect the ethical agenda of the church from a certain view point. And I hope that when I finish we might be able to dialogue together and present some of our own thoughts and together help to progress our thinking that I hope may work its way out into our lives.


Defining the question

As I thought about what we should cover in this seminar I was convinced that we should not attempt to speak about biblical hermeneutics, Christian eschatology and the ethical agenda of the church in an abstract manner. 

I thought it would be good to approach the topic not with a focus on the technical aspects of Hermeneutics, there are many books that do that far better than I can, but instead I wanted us to approach the topic with our eyes on the biblical narrative. I was eager to find a biblical story, a recurring metaphor that may help us, stimulate us and envision us as we journey together. 

The question I posed myself as I prepared for this presentation was this. What is our context? From what perspective does the church in the West approach the biblical text(s), as it attempts to read, interpret, teach, and ultimately do the stuff that it talks about? 

I was drawn strongly to the idea of Exile and I believe that here we find extremely fertile ground in which to root our discussion. Israel in exile is a central narrative within salvation history, and is also essential language in the New Testament - used to describe the nature of the church within society. And I believe that the reality of exile has some essential theology for us today. I am going to propose that exile is the context for our biblical interpretation. That Christian eschatology plays a significant part in shaping the theology of an exilic community and from that perspective helps to set the ethical agenda for the church as it lives in the light of that hope.

What follows then is not a complete treatment of the subject, we cant do that in such a short time frame, but to throw some ideas out there, to sow some seeds and give some time to dialogue.


Israel in Exile
Their experience.

Read 2 Chronicles 36:15-21

The Babylonian exile was a defining moment in the history of God’s people. Within ten years Israel was stripped of everything that had formed her identity as a nation. This of course raised lots of important theological questions that needed answering. Stripped of her land, the temple and religious system. Their beloved city lay in ruins and they were made strangers among a foreign nation… Israel had brought destruction upon herself because of her disobedience. God used Nebuchadnezzar to take away from Israel everything that had taken a higher place than her devotion to him. Israel were devoted to the systems, to the city, to the land, and they were worshiping idols from other nations. There came a point where God carried out his word of punishment and executed his forewarned destruction.

Brueggemnan, helpfully I think, speaks about the process of ‘relinquishment and receiving’. 

Implying that Israel had to let go of the things that had taken higher place that God, only then could God speak about the new things he was going to do - new ways of honouring the promises spoken about in the past. You might notice that in the book of Jeremiah, the first 29 chapters are all to do with judgement and Israel’s disobedience. It is interesting to see that once Israel has been carried off into exile. At the point of relinquishment, they opened themselves to receive a new word from God… A word of hope… Jeremiah spoke about how God could do an utterly new thing out of nothing, that at the point of utter loss, new things could emerge – better things.

When they let go of what they had been holding, he could then give something in its place. Something beautiful. 

Read Jeremiah 29: 1, 4 -14

In other words, LIVE - settle down, have a long-term view. You know that I will bring you home, but in the mean time settle down, do something productive, carry on and build the community.

And that’s what they did. 

I think that it is fascinating to observe that it was during this time of exile that the synagogue emerged. That Israel during this time became a textual community – you know that Biblical Scholars believe that much of what we have in terms of the Old Testament are traced to the time of exile. I think that this is significant. You see, as Israel lived as strangers in a strange land, their very identity as ‘a people’ was threatened. So what did they do? They read and listened to stories to remind themselves of who they were and where their true home was. 

Interesting isn’t it! That when a community’s identity is threatened, even their very existence, they turn to their founding narrative. 
2 Chronicles 36:22-23

Early church understanding of being in exile – Philipians 3

When we look at the early Church, it seems that there is a sense in which they understand themselves as being like the exilic community in Babylon. There is a powerful sense of not belonging, of their surroundings being hostile and alien.

I want to read you a passage from Philippians 3:12–21. 

God’s promise to Israel in exile was homecoming. The Church lives with the tension of the ‘now and, the not yet,’ we experience the reality of God’s reign in our lives together now, but we also looking forward to the consummation of the age, to the full realisation of the Kingdom of God. Homecoming… That is our hope.

So what about our context today? 

I believe that there is a sense in which both stories apply to us in different ways.
Firstly then, there is a sense that exile is an expected reality for the church of Christ? Like the early church, we understand ourselves as being a distinct people. We have a different story, which defines and refines us. An alternative narrative that forms the community gathered around Jesus Christ.  

Secondly, there is also a sense in which we can think about an exilic existence that comes as the consequence of our disobedience. Maybe it could be argued, as some have done, that God is moving (in these days) against those things that have become more important to the Western church, and that maybe the systematic deconstruction of the myths of modernity could actually be a move of the Spirit. 

Maybe God is putting us back where we belong, as a peculiar people? Our identity is that of an exilic community - as ‘resident aliens.’ And we have seen that happen in our own life time. Christianity has gone from being the dominant force in America and England, and has increasingly been pushed to the sides. At least that is our experience in the UK, where only 2% go to church.

Bruegemman in his book ‘Hopeful Imagination says that ‘exile is a sense of not belonging, of being in an environment hostile to the values of the community and its vocation.’
So, I propose that we do our theology from a context of exile. That exile becomes our frame of reference… it is our hermeneutic.

Keeping that in mind I want us to think about the ways in which the church can survive and flourish in an exilic context.

We spoke about how during the time of exile that Israel became a textual community. And that when their identity was threatened they articulated their narrative so as to remind them of who they were - where their true home was and of who they were becoming – the vision of their future.

‘When a community of people is no longer in charge, when the more corporal sources of identity are vanishing, the community turns to its text and stories as wellsprings of life.’ Good News in Exile
In the context of exile we must concentrate on those stories, and powerful metaphors that will help us to thrive in this context.


WORDS MAKE WORLDS! 

This is something I have been thinking about a lot recently and something I have been getting increasingly excited about! I am starting to realise that words play a significant part in world formation. In reality construction. In community formation.

The author’s of Good News in Exile say that, ‘the church is that amazing gathering of people congregated on the basis of nothing more than words!’

Scripture, creeds, songs, prayers, liturgy, conversations…

Very practical – song writers group…

But we are formed by non-verbal acts too. Biblical Hermeneutics encapsulated through religious rituals, through spiritual disciplines through the rhythm of prayer, through sacrament and art.  

In a sense these actions become subversive in an exilic context. Why? Because they reinforce our identity. These actions are significance

I agree with Moltmann who says that ‘the natural habitat of Theology is in the Church’ and I would want to add that it is the task of all the people. Children, artists, preachers, greeters etc…

It is all about defining an alternative world. We all inhabit different worlds. Everyone is being converted to something, whether that be capitalism, consumerism, materialism, Buddhism, etc… It is more a case of what your dominant story is.

The pretext to all of the teaching of the church is not about ‘here are a few interesting ideas you might want to think about.’ No it is about helping people to become Christian and at sustaining the church as a peculiar people in society. Not weird… Different. We are a strange group in this world.
The Church is the context in which people can learn the “grammar of faith” where people can learn what it means to be a Christian. An environment that nurtures the process of Becoming Christian and that journey of becoming is an ongoing one that will never end.

A couple of quotes that I have found helpful and that reinforces what has just been said: 

It takes time to be a Christian. It requires practice. You have to get the moves. You have to learn new words. If you receive the gospel translated into some other philosophical point of view, you have not received the gospel. You have not said “salvation” when you say “self-esteem.” You have not said “God” when you say “ultimate reality” (Paul Tillich). To be in the church is to be in a culture, a counterculture. It is to learn a new language. It is to be in a new world. 

Good News in Exile. 55

Words make worlds. As Walter Brueggemann has told us pastors, if we will not let the gospel use us to create a new world, then all we can do is service the old one. And that’s no fun. All we can do is breathlessly run errands for the world, and in a consumerist, consumptive culture there are so many errands to be run. People become omnivorous pits of desire, grabbing and acquiring everything for fear they might miss acquiring the one thing that might give significance to their lives. Alas, we bring our children to church in the same way we take them to soccer practice. We think it will help them develop and that it will help them compete and mature in the world as it is. In such a culture, our strategy ought not to present the gospel as just another “something” to help give empty lives more meaning. Our strategy ought to be fundamentally to critique the very basis on which this world is constructed. The fundamental critique is called gospel. 

Good news in exile. 56.

I want to move on – the next section is shorter.


Eschatology

So how does our eschatology play a significant part in shaping the Christian community?

I deliberately want to stay away from the issues of pre- and post- millennial theology, I don’t want to give any time to left behind books or that sort of stuff. Instead I want to follow Brian’s angle and suggest that we need to explore a new eschatology.

Anchor your hope in the future rather that the past, and explore a new eschatology. 

Brian McLaren, Church on the Other Side.
I think this has to do with our orientation. Are we focused on the past or on the future. Not so much to do with a new theology but rather with changing our focus so that it may change our actions.

The problem of having an immanent eschatology – the type that says Jesus might come back in 5 minutes is that it can paralyse you! We need a dynamic tension in our eschatology. One that will allow us to live in expectation of his coming and also plan for 100 years and to begin to build a church where our great grandchildren can grow as disciples of Jesus Christ. We need to realise that we are just a link in the chain, an important one – no doubt – especially in this transition time. There has been a wave of hype about this generation of Christians being the last and most anointed etc. I think that this attitude can actually be counterproductive to growth because we can focus upon our selves too much at the expense of those who are following us. We need a theology that will allow us to invest in others and to take time to learn the moves of being a Christian. A more steady and less frantic kind of discipleship.

This is where I think this gets practical – we have spoken about Israel in exile, and the prophetic word spoken in their midst. The hope that came from a word. We have spoken about the power of words in the process of discipleship, of spiritual formation… I believe that church leaders need to develop a prophetic imagination. Who can speak about new worlds that are not yet into existence! Leaders who are speaking regularly about who we are becoming. 

By furnishing peoples imagination with the biblical narrative and allowing that narrative to play a central part in their formation.

We speak about being on a journey, but how often do we speak about destination! If we are travelling, our eschatology (and doctrine of creation) are going to be playing very important roles in mapping out the territory. 

We need a theology then, that helps us to look back and remember, but that can focus on the future, which enables us to be effective in our present circumstance.

In Beyond Foundationalism, Grenz and Franke, (helpful book) speak about eschatology as being theology’s orientating motif. 

‘Christian theology is inherently eschatological because it is the teaching about the promising God who is bringing creation to an eternal telos’

In other words, our theology is orientated towards a definite end, when God will make all things new. This then needs to be the orientation of our theology – towards the eschaton. 

Living with this orientation will fill us with hope and it will energise us.

The Kingdom of God is at hand. It is immanent, very real and all around us. That was Jesus’ reality, that is what he preached and that is our reality and that is what we must communicate today. Let’s put the weight on the future and not the past. Best days are ahead of us. The Kingdom of God is always just ahead of us.


The Indonesian word for hope means literally ‘to look beyond the horizon’. The memoria resurrectionis Chrisi lets us look beyond the horizon of our own death into the wide space of eternal life, and beyond the horizon of this world’s end into God’s new world. 

Life out of this hope then means already acting here and today in accordance with that world of justice and righteousness and peace, contrary to appearances, and contrary to all historical chances of success. It obliges us solemnly to abjure the spirit, logic and practice of the nuclear system of deterrence and all other systems of mass annhilation. It means an unconditional Yes to life in the face of the inescapable death of all the living. That is the deeper meaning of the legendary Luther saying about ‘the apple tree’ which he would plant today even if he knew that the world was going to end tomorrow. 

Moltmann, The Coming of God, 235

Or Wesley – What would you do if you knew Jesus was coming again tomorrow. 
Don’t you think it is time to embrace an eschatology that will teach us to look hopefully ahead and farther down the road, that will turn the road into a runway and launch us through the clouds and maybe even to the stars? If Jesus were here today, would he be saying, “The kingdom of God is behind you” or “The kingdom of God is just ahead in the road”? We need a vision of the future formed by our faith in the Lord.  

Brian McLaren, The Church on the Other Side, 157.


Hermeneutics and eschatology setting the ethical agenda of the church!

So how does what I have said so far help to set the ethical agenda of the church?

I want to make three points and then we can open up the discussion and see what happens.

1) Firstly Christian ethics is a part of our Christian discipleship.

In other words: Ethics that is rooted in character.

I have tried to highlight that we are talking about biblical hermeneutics, Christian eschatology and Christian ethics! You see, it is not ethics for ethics sake. We do not speak about ethics in a vacuum, no, our ethics will reflect our defining or dominant narrative to some degree or another.

Maybe, the filter through which our ethical discussion flows should be the character of Christ. In other words, the fruit of the Spirit.

Let’s have a look at the list.  Read Gal 5: 16-26. What if that passage becomes our hermeneutic.

Spiritual formation requires time, and perseverance, what Eugene Peterson calls ‘long obedience in the same direction.’

In an exilic context this is especially important.

Exile, which we suggest is a more appropriate metaphor for the current cultural context in which the church in the UK finds herself, requires not revivalist triumphalism but brutal realism and long term faithfulness to the primary task of bedding in authentic Christian communities, in actual locations, with actual people. It requires moreover, the creation of gospel communities that are familiar with the somewhat messy, and often erratic, business of spiritual formation. 

Stackhouse.


Living a Christian ethic takes time to learn. Because, ethics is about defining our moral standards and the way in which they affect our conduct the Christian ethic takes a lifetime to work out. And it’s not something we do on our own, but something we do with others.  

So ethics needs to be Christian ethics!
2) The obstacle of dullness

Episcopal priest Robert Capon said ‘We are in a battle between dullness and astonishment.’ The most critical issues facing Christians is not abortion, pornography, the disintegration of the family, moral absolutes, MTV, drugs. Racism, sexuality, or school prayer. The critical issue today is dullness. We have lost our astonishment. The Good News is no longer good news, it is okay news. Christianity is no longer life changing, it is life enhancing. Jesus doesn’t change people into wide-eyed radicals anymore, He changes them into “nice people.” 

Dangerous Wonder, 23

The Christian life is more than finding Jesus — it is following Jesus. Following, it turns out, is not a one-time, spectacular act of faith, but a one-day-at-a-time, ordinary, unspectacular following; a daily act of fearlessness that takes us through the most frightening and rugged terrain to a place of peace, joy, and abandon. 

Dangerous Wonder. 57

3) We need to adopt a long term focus

We need a long-term focus! Thinking long term also allows us to prepare for and anticipate for the things ahead. How often do we think about our response to overpopulation, fundamentalism/increasing nationalism, systematic poverty, urbanization, ecology. These issues will be the dominant issues in the years and decades ahead. As we look ahead then we find that this future orientation will help to set the agenda, and help the church plan ahead, so that we do more than just react all the time. 


 

So I was thinking how these could work out…

OK so let’s sat that one of the miracles. With a theology of exile and seeing Christian formation as a slow conversion into a new world, and with an eschatology that takes a the long view, we can practically work towards bringing that about over a couple of decades. 

So let’s test it out on a few case scenario’s. 

Warfare - If we have to go to war, how can love, joy, peace, patience….

Consumerism, 

Ecology

Maybe we should speak about Miracles – what if the most profound miracles that could happen in our lifetime would be to see Christians become more ecologically minded? etc…
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