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The Bible in a Postmodern Age1
Terence E. Fretheim

The Influence of Postmodernism


The question of biblical authority is in the air these days. By “biblical authority,” I mean the Bible’s unique capacity to mediate God’s word of judgment and grace. This word can affect life and salvation for individuals and communities. Scripture delineates Christian faith and identifies the basic shape of Christian life in the world. 


The Bible’s authority will only be acknowledged if, through its use, people see that it speaks to their needs of life, well-being, and flourishing of communities. The question of biblical authority, then, is an inside, churchly conversation. But this conversation can spill out into the larger culture and affect the church’s witness either positively or negatively.


Some consider the issue of biblical authority to be a crisis in postmodernity. We might order this crisis in three overlapping spheres: 


1. Culture One characteristic of our context is that people—both inside and outside the church—are suspicious of authority. This includes being suspicious of the authority claimed by leaders in church or society. And it includes being suspicious of anyone’s claims to have a corner on truth. Too many monsters have been loosed in the world in the name of authority.


If one were to think in terms of a marathon, the Bible in the postmodern world has the same starting place as any other book. If it is going to win, it will have to prove its value for life and well-being in the heat of the day. One might lament this. But it is real.


Another important factor in our postmodern world is religious pluralism. The Bible’s authority is contested by other claims to authority among our increasingly diverse neighbors. The Bible has to compete in a marketplace of authorities, and a buyer’s market prevails. 


A third factor in postmodern culture affecting biblical authority is the sharply individualistic orientation of our culture. We have lost the sense of an overarching community with a universal story. If the Bible claims to have a story that applies to everyone but that story does not fit an individual’s or sub-community’s story, many will consider the Bible’s claim as suspect.


2. Churches The authority of the Bible is no longer a given among many Christians. Many are unfamiliar with the Bible and its often strange vocabulary. 


Christians have sometimes alienated people from the Bible by the way they have used it. Christians who disagree about a host of matters—from homosexuality to the place of women in the church—often use the Bible more as an Uzi than as a source of life. Causes polemically pursued with Bible in hand often push to the edges what should be the central truth of what God has done in Jesus Christ.


3. Academy Recent developments within the biblical disciplines have complicated the issue of authority. One development is reader-response criticism. In this approach, the focus of authority shifts from the authors of texts to the readers. Such an approach (among others) brings a new level of awareness to how personal perspectives affect our readings of the Bible. Complete objectivity is a mirage.


 Reader-response criticism notes that readers of the Bible have preunderstandings and predispositions—personal, social, cultural, religious. These affect how they interpret the Bible. For instance, it makes a difference whether a person is male or female, black or white, upper class or lower class. 


This postmodern approach works differently from approaches assuming the Bible has an original, true, or intended meaning. No meaning is the final or absolute meaning of a text. Reading is a dialogical process in which the contributions of both text and reader are important. Readers themselves play a significant role in making meaning. In fact, meaning changes over time for the same reader, because each reader is a different person every time she reads the Bible.


In one sense, reader-response interpretation does a better job than other approaches accounting for the historical realities within the Bible. Many Old Testament texts in their present form are the result of centuries of revision at the hands of numerous ancient interpreters. In other words, numerous readings of the tradition over time now reside within the Bible. The texts themselves do not speak with one voice. To appeal to an original or intended meaning is simply not being true to the historical character of the Bible. 


Christians who embrace reader-response criticism also speak of a third party at work in the interpretative process: God the Holy Spirit. God engages in the interaction of reader and text and contributes to the production of meaning. Meanings emerge within this text/reader/God encounter. 


Some who hear that postmodernism acknowledges the validity of multiple interpretations of the Bible can sometimes become worried that any interpretation is therefore valid. But this worry is not necessary. There are limits to what we should consider valid interpretations. The text cannot mean anything just because it can mean many things. 


One reason the text cannot mean anything at all pertains to the text itself. The never-changing words on the page provide constraints. Distinctive textual features (e.g., prose or poetry) influence readings in certain directions and not in others. The text was shaped by certain realities in the culture within which it was produced. These need to be taken into account. Readers are not in full control of meanings nor do they create them out of whole cloth. 


Yet, we must admit that the text is not entirely stable. A text may include gaps, silences, polysemic words, or grammatical ambiguities. All of these can affect interpretation. Texts never stay still for readers. The proliferation of contemporary Bible translations reflects this reality.


A second constraining factor on the Bible’s meaning possibilities is that both text and reader reside within communities. Texts only exist in a web of community beliefs about the Bible or about particular texts and their meaning. These realities shape our reading before we even pick up the Bible.


Of course, community experience may change. Certain texts may be given a diminished status. Take, for example, 1 Corinthians 14:35: “If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church” (nrsv). For communities that ordain women, this text can never again be seen in isolation from this churchly role for women. For this community, this text is now stuck in a secondary status. This illustrates my main point: texts reside in communities, and meaning possibilities are deeply affected thereby. 


Finding a way between the two extremes of only one meaning and unlimited meanings requires us to speak of three realities: (1) the text, which is reasonably, but not entirely stable; (2) readers and their commitments, including their basic sense of Scripture and the Christian faith; and (3) the communities within which texts and readers stand, which shape them such that their readings are not quite so variable as is sometimes supposed.


The indeterminacy of meaning in biblical texts actually has the potential of enhancing biblical authority. It can provide avenues in and through which the Bible can address more people. Through these people, the Bible can enrich the life, health, and flourishing of our neighborhoods, nations, and world.

Biblical Portrayals of God


How we view the authority of the Bible depends closely on how we view God. Likewise, the way we relate to God will decisively shape how we relate to the Bible.


The doctrine of God is an important conversation in church and academy. The Bible’s role in thinking through this doctrine arises repeatedly. Numerous Bible readers—from women to pacifists to environmentalists—have raised serious questions about some biblical portrayals of God. 


Most Christians believe the Bible does not speak the full truth about some matters. For instance, for more than a century scientific discoveries and observations have raised issues about the Bible’s authority when it speaks about the natural world. In most Christian communities, an understanding emerged: the Bible’s authority does not pertain to physics, astronomy, geology, or the like. 


Many Christians also do not believe they must affirm the historical value of every biblical story. The truth value of the Bible does not necessarily depend upon the happenedness of every report. 
For example, the narrator no doubt used considerable imagination in constructing a conversation between David and Nathan regarding David’s sin with Bathsheba (II Samuel 12). Despite this imaginative construction, the truth value of the material remains. The story of David and Bathsheba tells us something true about sin, indictment, repentance, and forgiveness.


We also know that biblical literature that is not historical in character can convey truth. Jesus’ parables speak the truth, for instance, even though they never happened. It is important, of course, that some events of which the Bible speaks do have roots in history (e.g., the Exodus or Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection). But not everything in the Bible must be historically true to be true.


In the eyes of some, developments regarding science or history threaten or diminish the authority of the Bible. They ask, How can the Bible be authoritative on one level but not another? 

When responding to this question, we should remember the absent-minded professor argument: If a professor tells me the plane for Chicago leaves at noon when it actually leaves at 11:00 a.m., I do not conclude that her reputation as a scholar rests on fraud. She can be a faithful guide on some matters and not others. 


Unfortunately, some people claim that if we question the authority of the Bible on any matter, we begin down a slippery slope. In their minds, everything in the Bible is called into question. I contend, however, that the Bible’s lack of authority with respect to certain matters helps us focus on its central confession regarding God and its gospel proclamation. 


Most Christians assume that whatever the Bible says about God is right, true, or somehow appropriate. They believe no biblical text contains or conveys a contorted view of God. Consequently, the church tends to block any challenges to biblical images for God, to screen out questions about divine accountability, and to defend the Bible’s portrayal of God. 


Unless one adopts a problematic view of biblical inspiration that disallows any real participation of the human mind in writing the biblical texts, however, one must be open to the possibility that sinful and finite writers did not always get theology straight. Not all biblical portrayals of God are accurate.


It helps to remember that questions and challenges to God are present within the biblical texts themselves. Think of Abraham’s question of God in Genesis 18:25: “Shall not the judge of all the earth do right?” Abraham asks whether God’s contemplated action to destroy cities conforms to standards of justice God himself built into the world. God honors Abraham’s question by discussing the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah. God remains open to the possibility that this conversation will issue in a future for the cities different from that which God initially contemplated.


Or think about the challenge Moses raises with God in the wake of the golden calf debacle (Exodus 32). In the first exchange, God informs Moses that this people will be destroyed. God asks to be left alone. Moses does not obey this request and instead presents a case as to why God should not destroy Israel. Moses appeals to God’s reason, reputation, and resolve. In response, God changes his mind about destroying the people. 


Texts like these provide an inner-biblical warrant for the raising and pursuing questions about God in every generation. Postmodern people who challenge the God of certain texts stand in the shoes of Abraham, Moses, and others. Those who silence such questioning are being untrue to the biblical tradition. 


This approach confirms what I said earlier: the type of relationship one has with God shapes one’s relationship to the biblical text. If God is one with whom we can converse, this models the way in which we approach the Bible. 


The way in which we often deal with biblical views of the natural world can help point the way. The view of the natural world in Genesis 1–2 is considered less than fully accurate in light of contemporary scientific understandings. At the same time, few have suggested these verses be discarded. Instead, we affirm the considerable truth about matters basic to the chapter, e.g., that God is the Creator of all that is. The truth about the Creator is mediated in and through the knowledge and language available at that time and place. 


This way of thinking about the Bible provides a paradigm for our postmodern age. Interpreters should take the available knowledge of the world and, like their biblical predecessors, use that as a vehicle in and through which to convey other truths about the creation. For example, a person might use evolution as a vehicle to speak of the complexities of God’s work as Creator.


Take as another example Leviticus texts having to do with bloody animal sacrifices. For the Christian community, animal sacrifices are no longer required. At the same time, these texts remain part of our Bible. They undergird a theology that informs Christian understandings of atonement and the Lord’s Supper. In this case, we make distinctions within texts with respect to the nature of their authority.


 This less-than-totalistic approach to biblical texts is more helpful. In it, we acknowledge both the value and/or problems each text poses. But we still must ask, on what grounds do we make distinctions within the biblical text? 


Some scholars claim that when we evaluate texts with harsher images of God, we tend to domesticate God. We end up making God more palatable to current tastes. 


I believe we are always in danger of doing this. We must move carefully, even reluctantly. We must learn to read the Bible against ourselves and not just for ourselves. But it is also dangerous simply to repeat, for instance, texts portraying God as an abuser and killer of children. We must evaluate these texts in terms of what they say about God and about how we should act, no matter what is currently fashionable.


The image of God as Judge, for instance, must be affirmed as valuable. At the same time, we must raise questions about the way in which divine wrath is said to have been exercised. When we do so, we follow the example of Abraham and Moses.


For example, some prophets say God lifts up Israel’s skirts and exposes her genitalia (Isa 3; Ezek 16; 23). In this instance and others, the prophets describe God as one who uses sexual terror. God is sexually abusive. In response, we should ask whether every terrifying image the Bible uses is appropriate in our search for understanding God as fully as possible. 


The image of God in the story of Nathan and David (2 Sam 12) might serve as another example. In verse eleven, God says, “I will take your wives from before your eyes, and give them to your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this very sun” (nrsv). As punishment for David’s sin, fulfilled later, God gives David’s women to another man for the explicit purpose of rape. 


We must be attentive when the Bible says something that is threatening, strange, or surprising, for that may be a word we need to hear. At the same time, we must not fall into the trap of assuming all biblical texts are theologically valid.


Most Christians affirm that God cannot be captured in any text, language, image, or system. But faith does seek understanding. It is potentially just as idolatrous to claim we know little about God as it is to claim we know much. Either way, we worship at the feet of a claim limiting God in some way. The Bible is indispensable in the search to understand God more fully. But it is not sufficient. Trinitarian formulations show us this. 


The factors we use when evaluating Bible texts and their portrayal of God vary. These factors enable us to make distinctions within Scripture. I want to mention three of the most important.


1. Other biblical texts. We must bring to bear the witness of other material in the Bible when evaluating a particular text’s portrayal of God. We can read difficult texts in light of the more extensive portrayal of God. The principle, “Scripture interprets Scripture,” can be used in such a way that Scripture sometimes interprets itself against itself. Because problematic texts continue to be used in isolation from the broader biblical message, it is important to include this larger canonical picture. 


For instance, in response to passages that portray God as abusing children, we might think of texts such as Isaiah 49:14–15, which present a maternal God who will not desert her children ever. Or we might think of the image of Jesus who takes children into his arms. These images might better describe the God-human relationship. The larger biblical portrait stands over against an image of God as an abuser of children. 


Similarly, we can affirm the idea of a canon within the canon. This formula asks whether a central biblical theme or textual grouping can be used to critique what other texts say. 


Not just any canon within the canon will do. We must discern an inner-biblical warrant as the basis for our choice, not a standard outside the Bible. This move is fraught with danger, of course, but so is every interpretive move. All interpreters function with such a canon, though many are unaware of it. Generally speaking, the canon within the canon is centrally located in the word of the Gospel, that which conveys or inculcates Christ. 


2. Our new identity as people of God. The Bible has been shown to have a generative, life-giving quality. God uses it to create new identities for people—one of the basic reasons many consider it authoritative. 


Having received such an identity, Christians now stand within the same community of faith as Abraham and Moses. They are drawn into a relationship with God that may include challenges and questions about God’s own ways, including those found in the Bible. Persons of faith have authority to speak against whatever in the Bible may be life demeaning, oppressive, or promoting of inequality. The Bible itself gives permission. 


In an age where some have caught a vision of peace, many peacemakers claim biblical texts generate and inform this vision. Some environmentalists pick up neglected biblical texts that show God’s extraordinary care for nonhumans. Many female scholars continue to value the Bible in spite of the harm done to women over the centuries in response to its words. These uses witness to the Bible’s ability to transcend its own limitations. 


In other words, within the Scriptures themselves we find a basis from which we can bring a word against the text. This internal biblical capacity to be self-critical provides a paradigm.


These developing sensitivities, however, ought not to be credited to the Bible alone. Significant thought and action contributing to peace, ecological sensitivity, and gender equality have occurred outside the bounds of church and Bible. This is testimony to the work of God active in the world outside the church.


3. Non-biblical knowledge. By this, I mean knowledge gained both from academic study and from more general life experience. In this connection, it is important to remember that the Reformation call for sola scriptura was addressed against ecclesiastical authorities, not secular sources of information. 


Scientific knowledge serves as a good example. We make our judgments on Genesis 1–2 partly based on knowledge gained from sources of truth other than the Bible. Such non-biblical sources must be examined critically, of course, but their potential for enhancing our knowledge about the world has been amply demonstrated. 


Inner-biblical warrant exists for appealing to general life experience as generating new reflection about God. We might cite the instance of Hagar in Genesis 16 as an example. Hagar is a woman ostracized from the elect family of Abraham and Sarah and banished to the wilderness. In the midst of her suffering, God comes and gives her a word that enables a way into the future. In light of this experience, Hagar gives God a new name: El Roi. A slave, woman, and outsider uses her experience to shape new language for God.

The Authority of the Bible for Postmodern Theology


The God of much churchly tradition is remarkably similar to the generic god of the average person. God is given the traditional attributes of omnipotence, omniscience, immutability, impassibility, atemporality, etc. However, the Bible often gives testimony to a God who does not fit those categories. It speaks about God in ways the church has often ignored. 


Take the God of the flood story as an example. In it, God expresses sorrow and regret. God decides to blot out every living thing and then does not do so when Noah finds favor with God. God promises never to do this again, thereby placing eternal limitations on the divine response to human wickedness. Elsewhere in the Bible, we find God affected by people’s prayers (e.g., Exod 32:11–14). Sometimes God tests people, because divine knowledge of future human behaviors is less than absolute (e.g., Gen 22:12). 


In fact, the God of most biblical texts is not uninfluenced, not unchanging, not timeless, and not omnipotent or omniscient, at least in any conventional understanding of these terms.


But, if some biblical texts support traditional understandings, how does one work with these differences? If there are multiple meanings and even multiple theologies, do we pick and choose the theology we like and name it “biblical”? 


Postmodern approaches to the Bible help us evaluate better the God-talk in the Bible. For instance, postmodern interpretation asks about the point of view offered in a text. When God is characterized, whose point of view is being expressed? Sometimes the narrator speaks of God, and these references express the narrator’s own point of view. Sometimes God says certain things about God’s self. While these words probably represent the narrator’s view, that the words are placed in God’s mouth gives them a special status. And sometimes a character, not the narrator, says certain things about God. The theology voiced by one character does not necessarily have the same value as that voiced by another. Think of the theology of Job’s friends, or the serpent in the garden, or Jacob’s uncle Laban. In such cases, the characters in the Bible may not tell the truth about God.


Postmodern literary criticism also asks us to pay attention to rhetoric. We must attempt to discern how best to interpret words by God or about God. Are these words meant to be literal, ironic, hyperbolic, or metaphoric? Take the songs of lament, for example. They are spoken in situations of deep distress. They may represent an understanding of God comparable to what we might say in a tight spot but would never say in a carefully formulated statement. For instance, “God, if you get me out of this scrape, I will go to seminary!” 


Literary criticism also reminds us that at least sometimes biblical characters, God included, are not “flesh-and-blood” personalities. Words on the page are not the same as characters in real life. Whom we meet in the pages of the Bible is not the actual Moses, the actual Jesus, or the actual God. The God portrayed in the text does not fully correspond to the God who is a living, dynamic reality who cannot be captured by words on a page.


Admittedly, it is difficult to discern the relationship between the textual God and the actual God. We should avoid two ditches as we move through the discernment process: 


1. One ditch says that the real God is identical with the God embodied in the biblical words. This ditch claims that the text somehow captures or encloses God. While knowledge of God is mediated through the text, yet in some basic sense, the God in whom we believe is not the God portrayed in the Bible. 


Because the textual God and the actual God are not identical, the text itself invites questions about God. The text invites us to imagine language and images more adequate for God, language more attuned to new times and places. This takes into account ongoing experiences with God and world under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The text mediates that encounter, but the experience may enable one to imagine God in ways truer to the actual God than the textual God allows. Trinitarian formulations may serve as an example of this.


2. The second ditch to steer clear denies any relationship between God the literary character and the real God. One form of this position denies God’s reality altogether. Another form says God is so radically transcendent that no text, in the final analysis, can say anything true about God. 


I claim, however, that while God transcends the text, the text does convey some knowledge of the actual God. In seeking to portray this God, we must be aware of the inexact character of the enterprise. We must check our efforts with what other readers have discerned. And we must remember that the tradition and community in which we stand will shape our construal of God in ways beyond our knowing. 


One way to avoid these ditches is to consider the role of metaphors in relation to God. All metaphors for God say both a “yes” and a “no.” At the basic thrust of the analogy, metaphors correspond to the reality that is God (the “yes” of the metaphor). But they also bespeak a “no,” for God outdistances all our images. 


The task of discerning the ‘yes’ and the ‘no’ in the metaphor is difficult. Not all metaphors have the same value. For example, Hosea’s use of “parent” for God (11:1) has more value than does his image of God as “dry rot” (5:12). Some metaphors say so much “no” that they obscure who God is (e.g., God is a child abuser). The negative images of divine judgment in terms of female sexuality, for instance, may be very important to say “no” to altogether. 


 These images have great impact on our thinking and feeling and being. They sink deep into ourselves and shape us in ways beyond our knowing. But all metaphors, whether of high value or low, are only partial visions into the truth about God. No metaphor fully corresponds to the actual God. 


Metaphors bring us one step further along in providing the groundwork for our task of understanding God. Certain ruling metaphors or generalizations provide a key place from which to assess the adequacy of other metaphors. 


We determine which metaphors are primary by discerning (1) their pervasiveness, (2) the literary genres in which they typically recur, and (3) their ongoing role in tradition. Those images of God drawn into creeds and hymns have an especially high value. They make central truth-claims about God. 


The most common creedal statement in the Old Testament is found in Exodus 34:6–7. This statement echoes throughout the Psalms and elsewhere. It says,


The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, 


slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,


keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,


forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 


yet by no means clearing the guilty. (nrsv)

The underlying assumptions expressed in these words about God pervade the Bible. They inform and bring considerable coherence to biblical God-talk. We qualify other images of God by these generalizations. For instance, God is not simply father; God is always a loving father. Only such generalizations, irreducible to story form, enable one to discern continuities in the story. They help us spot something strange or new. They give internal directions for interpreting the kind of God present in the biblical narrative. While the God of the Bible could be characterized in various ways, these metaphors make truth claims that give specific direction to one’s interpretation. 


In the past, scholars have thought confessional recitals of God’s mighty acts in Israel’s history (e.g., Deut 26:5–9; Josh 24:2–13) provide the clue to Israel’s God-talk. These are important, but they are insufficient. They do not often make clear what kind of God is acting. After all, a God who saves could also be capricious, unloving, and unjust. 


Old Testament scholars have neglected the kind of Exodus statement above, perhaps because of its more abstract, even propositional character. But such truth-claims about God enable Israel to see the continuity in its own story and be carried across those times when the story seems to have broken off. 


The book of Lamentations, which never appeals to God’s actions in Israel’s past, makes this kind of confession (3:20–32). In the midst of the great gulf between past and future, the hope of Israel is not to be placed in its own story. Its hope is in the kind of God it confesses. We should understand the God who is the story’s subject in terms of such generalizations.


The crucial confession has to do with the kind of God has been, is, and will be. God is faithful, loving, gracious, and righteous. Therefore, there is hope. This confession makes an intelligible and reasonably coherent narrative world possible.


The combination of these generalizations and historical recitals suggests that together they represent some kind of unanimity regarding the characterization of God amidst the Bible’s theological pluralism. They constitute a metaphorical canon with the canon. Just as historical recitals confess those events in Israel’s history constitutive of its identity, so also generalizations about God provide the confessional clue for determining the basic character of the God of the story. 


In the midst of all that makes for process and pluralism, there is that which is utterly constant in Israel’s claims about the God in whom it believes. The most fundamental continuity through the centuries is the history of a certain kind of God who will always, come what may, execute justice and love the stranger (Deut 10:18). God’s salvific will is never diminished. God’s righteousness is never compromised. God’s faithfulness will never waver. God’s steadfast love endures forever. God is love. 


Some Christians today seek to show, directly or indirectly, that the God of many Old Testament texts is the God of classical theism. But increasing numbers of theologians are offering theologies potentially truer to biblical moorings than classical theology. The God described in the Old Testament often contributes positively to this postmodern task: Yahweh is a passionate God, who enters into lively conversations with people like Abraham and Moses, who gets jealous, who repents of something said or done, who is genuinely influenced by people’s prayers. 


Those who interpret the Bible have a responsibility, not simply to themselves, but to those who read and hear what they have to say. No reading is value-free. How we interpret in one way or another will promote the personal and social values we hold dear. 


We must ask ourselves a series of questions: What will the effects of my interpretation be? What is at stake if I interpret the text in a certain way? What ideology might I be promoting? Will my interpretation contribute to the life and well-being of others? 


When constructing theology in our postmodern age, we seem presented with three possibilities for approaching the Bible as our theological resource:


1. Pick and choose among texts about God according to our own likes and dislikes or in terms of whatever tradition to which we belong. The advantage of this option is that differing contexts may need differing theologies. Such diverse theologies aim to meet differing needs of people in various times and places. The disadvantage is that the result would be (and often is) a biblical- theological cacophony. Chaos reigns. A great deal of confusion emerges as to just who the Christian God really is. Will the real biblical God please stand up?


2. Insist that biblical differences be consolidated to present a uniform and single picture of God. One advantage of this option is that the church would present a coherent and unified theological front on such a fundamental issue as the identification of the God whom it trusts and worships. The disadvantage is the temptation to dismiss the diversity of biblical portraits of God. All contrary texts and opposing metaphors of God would be drowned out or ignored. 


3. Seek a unified portrayal of God, but with the understanding that some biblical texts will just not fit. The advantage of this option is that marginal texts constantly challenge us to reexamine any theological construal. Another advantage is that keeping in play biblical differences has the capacity to spark theological imagination. 


I find this third option most persuasive. It seeks to present a unified portrayal of God to the postmodern world. But it recognizes that the texts cannot so neatly be lined up behind such a portrayal as we might like. Perspectives not caught up in the prevailing theology may function as a gadfly or ongoing challenge. Or they may be given back-burner status, perhaps to emerge at another time and place. The ongoing struggle with difference leads us onward in our search for truth about God.


The Bible should function as an indispensable resource for generating ever-new reflections about God in our postmodern age. But we should remember that God is greater than the portrayal of any biblical narrative, and bigger than the composite portrayal from the Bible as a whole. 


The Bible’s authority derives from the God to whom it witnesses. On the one hand, if God is perceived to be distant, aloof, removed from life, and absent in times of suffering and grief, the authority of the Bible may become authoritarian. In our postmodern world, authoritarianism diminishes authority. On the other hand, if we perceive God as genuinely engaged in relationship with us, our relationship to the Bible would be of the nature of a conversation or dialogue. 


The church must witness to its God and articulate an understanding of God that strikes home in the hearts of people. It must witness to a God who engages in dialogue, mediated by the biblical texts. The church cannot prove the authority of the Bible. It can only issue a call to enter into a community where the gospel is preached. The postmodern church invites us all into an ongoing theological conversation.

_____



 This is a reduced version of Terence Fretheim’s portion of the book, Terence Fretheim and Karl Froehlich, The Bible as Word of God in a Postmodern Age (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2001).
