On Looking At, Looking Through and Being Looked At:  
The Use of Scripture in Preaching
Alberto Manguel in his wonderful book, A History of Reading, records that a certain preacher in early 15th century Florence claimed that he knew personally the man who had very recently invented glasses.  Sadly, this claim is less than completely true, as is the case with all too many sermon illustrations.  There exists a painting executed by a certain Tommaso da Modena, of Cardinal Hugo de Mont Cher, obviously wearing glasses.  The painting is dated 1352.  But in the 15th century, glasses ceased to be the exclusive property of the wealthy and the powerful such as princes of the church, and were widely used by, among others, scholars.  This created, according to Manguel, a stereotype concerning the wearing of glasses, that endures to this very day.  All this happened at about the same period as the invention and spread of the printing press, at least in the west.  Our Korean hearers will know that the printing press with moveable type had been invented centuries before in their homeland.  We are used to the notion, however, that the invention of the printing press in Europe and the consequent spread of inexpensive books and pamphlets, was one of the factors that lead to the Reformation of which we are humble heirs.   But perhaps the invention of the humble eyeglasses was nearly as significant.  After all, without the humble spectacles, could most folk actually have seen clearly enough to read those inexpensive books?
My interest, however, is not the technology of the lens but its use as a metaphor.  I do not know when the metaphor first appeared but  it was certainly used by John Calvin, as we shall see later in this lecture.  That metaphor remains in use to this very day, quite widely, with respect to the reading of the Bible.  And that, very roughly, is the subject of my lecture.  We bring lenses as preachers to look at scripture, an observation so commonplace as to be nearly banal.  We look through scripture as through a lens to see the world, ourselves and God more clearly.  And finally, scripture examines and questions us.  To push the metaphor much too far, scripture might be described as the lens through which God examines us.
Let me say at the beginning that I do not know if I have the order of elements right in my title and in what I have just said.  I do know that if we are using the verb “looking” in connection with the use of Scripture in preaching there will be at least those three stages.  But I am not sure in what order they come, or even if they come successively rather than all at the same time.  It’s like stepping into a circle.  Where do you begin to discuss a circle?

The concept of the hermeneutical circle is reasonably familiar concept but, just in case, here is a reminder:   In its simplest form, the concept of the hermeneutical circle reminds us that one cannot understand the whole of a text without understanding its individual parts and the individual parts without the whole. That is to say, we cannot, for example understand what the whole of a text is about without understanding the individual words and equally we cannot understand the meaning of the original words apart from their relationship to the entire text.  That concept has been extended in several important ways.  An interpreter must take certain presuppositions to the text, read the text in light of those presuppositions and then return to the presuppositions to judge their sufficiency in light of reading the text.    Other scholars argue that an element of praxis needs to be included in the hermeneutical circle. Here one is more likely to speak of a community rather than an individual as the interpreter. The interpretive community reads the text, reflects on its meaning, usually in light of some form of social analysis, acts on the basis of that understanding, reflects on the value of the action in light of the text and whatever other theory may be brought to the circle, returns to the text and so on.  It is sometimes suggested that the phrase “hermeneutical spiral” would better describe this process since that suggests the kind of movement that would result from such a process.  We never return to quite the same spiritual point we were at before we began to interpret Scripture.  Christian interpretation aims at movement or more exactly, transformation, a matter to which we must return up at a later point.

But even a circle or a spiral is an inadequate image.  Perhaps the reality is more like a “hermeneutical atom” or, more precisely, like those models of the atom we remember from our high school physics classes.  It is not as simple as a circle.  There are electrons whizzing around the electron in various directions in an orbit or a shell.  And our physics teachers remind us that the diagram is but a schematic representation of a much more complex reality.  There is also an “uncertainty principle.”  It is not possible both to measure the direction and location of an electron.  So it is with the reading of scripture.  There are many factors, not fully predictable, at work in the reading of Scripture, particularly for preaching.  There is a Heisenberg uncertainty principle in physics and most certainly both a hermeneutical and a homiletical uncertainty factor in theology.  And, above all, there is both the atom and in biblical preaching an all but incalculable power.  To describe either as “first this, then that, then the other thing,” is to oversimplify to the point of caricature, but, of course, that is precisely what I am going to do.  But pardon me, I ask you, for I do so out of necessity.  Please recognize that I am giving but a rough schematic presentation of but one electron in its orbit.
Looking At
We begin then as preachers by looking at the Bible and, usually, at one or more particular texts.  This is the form of Biblical investigation that those of us who are ministers learned in seminary and college through years of study and consequently it is for most of us the normative understanding of what we should do with scripture.  While I do not believe it by itself is normative and, indeed, looking at the Bible, once again by itself, it may even be disqualify a person from preaching well, looking at the Bible cannot be omitted.  It is our duty as preachers and therefore as practical interpreters of Scripture to consider the ways in which we look at the text or, to reclaim our dominant metaphor, the various lenses through which we look at Scripture.  In the first place, the reader always brings a “preunderstanding” to the text.    In its simplest form we bring to the task of reading a text some notion of what the text is.  We read texts differently depending in what we think the text is.  So, for example, we read the Yellow Pages differently from the way we read a novel and, in turn, from the way we read the Bible.  We expect different things from each form of reading.  Very quickly, however, hermeneutics moved beyond that straightforward point.  It was recognized that readers, including preachers, are shaped by their own social location, class, race, gender, sexuality etc. and their readings are inevitably shaped by their own standpoints.  Moreover, interpreters stand within a tradition of interpretation.  These standpoints function as hermeneutical lenses through which we look at Scripture. Preachers, in other words practical interpreters of Scripture, have a responsibility to identify the lenses they bring to Scripture. They must consider their social location as interpreters and the effect on their reading of the tradition of interpretation in which they live.  Among other things, this kind of self identification may prepare the interpreter actively to seek out interpreters who come from other perhaps often ignored social locations.  All this is a part of a turn to the interpreter and a turn to the context which has been so pronounced a feature of recent biblical interpretation.

The interpreter’s social location is not the only lens brought to the text, however.  For the purposes of preaching it may be more important to note that certain fundamental notions about the nature of Scripture also function as lenses.  Here we may turn the earliest work on the interpretation of Scripture for preaching, De Doctrina Christiana of St. Augustine and the problem of texts that do not promote love.  In De Doctrina Christiana Augustine offered counsel to interpreters of Scripture facing ambiguity in the text or even texts that seem unambiguously violent.  In such difficulties, “you should refer it to the rule of faith which you have received from the plainer parts of Scripture and from the authority of the church.”
  More specifically, Augustine addressed the problem of determining when allegorical readings are justified.  In this connection he consistently emphasized the primacy of love.  Right interpretation must be for the “nourishment of charity.”
  “All such stories…are not only to be interpreted literally as historical accounts but also to be taken figuratively as prophetic in some way, pointing to that end of the love of God or of neighbour or of both.”
  Clearly, for Augustine the plainer parts of Scripture are those parts which straightforwardly nourish love.  Augustine’s insight may be extended or more carefully nuanced but in principle it seems to be still to be of great value, particularly when dealing with contrary or difficult texts.  To it one might add a Christological focus.  The plainest part of Scripture for the Christian reader is Jesus Christ and particularly the story of his death and resurrection.  It is the function of Scripture to declare his love for us and engender in us a corresponding love.  The heart of Scripture for Luther was “Was treibt Christum,” that which “pushes Christ” in whom the gospel is made known.  Once again, I consider this an insight not superseded over the centuries.
In various liberation and feminist theologies, Scripture may be read with a view to the liberation and equality of all human persons.  In Latin American theology, for example, Scripture is to be read in light of God’s preferential option for the poor.  In ecological theology a reader might seek a reading which tends towards the well being of Planet Earth.  Sometimes liberation and feminist interpreters are accused of imposing an alien ideology on Scripture.  That is an unfair criticism in many ways.  The real question is not whether readers and preachers bring a lens to Scripture – we all do!  It is more a question of whether they are aware of what they are doing and secondly, whether they will allow Scripture to judge the sufficiency of their lens.
 In pre-critical times, it was assumed that the meaning of a text then is also its meaning now.   By careful exegesis, the preacher determined as nearly as possible the text’s sense in its original context and that sense was expounded and applied in preaching.  It is possible, however, to understand the sense of a text, that is, to understand all its words and sentences, but not to recognize in that text any significance for one’s own life.   A text may be understandable but irrelevant. If there remains a valid distinction between exegesis and hermeneutics, it lies at this point.  Exegesis lays bare, insofar as this is possible, the historical sense of the text and hermeneutics describes the process of naming the contemporary significance of the text.  The preacher cannot rest content with only the historical sense of the text.  The meaning of a text for preaching is the combination of sense and significance.  The process of moving from then to now can be described metaphorically in several ways. With respect to preaching, the metaphor of bridge building is often employed.  In more theoretical hermeneutics, one might speak of horizons of the text and of its interpreter.  In the process of interpretation there occurs a fusion of horizons.  In all this, there is the assumption that the text is an “other.”  The text has a horizon different from that of the interpreter.   It has an independence from the interpreter, an independence that has the capacity to surprise and transform.  The text must retain an otherness.  “Looking at” using all the techniques we learned in college, may prevent a premature fusion, a swallowing up of the text and its concerns in our own concerns.
 To read a Biblical text is to enter what Karl Barth called, “the strange new world of the Bible.”  We have a tendency to domesticate the Bible, to try to tame it, to make it say what we already believe and to confirm us in our all too often idolatrous ways.  We ask the Bible, in the name of God, to bless our godlessness.  One might claim that the difference between reading the Bible for preaching, on the one hand, and reading if for the purpose of submitting an exegesis paper is that right from the beginning, one reads it looking for a word on a specific occasion to a specific group of people.  The fact that the word will be preached never escapes from the mental horizon of the preacher interpreter.;  We cannot rightly divide the process of interpretation into stages, determining the sense of the text then, determining its significance, now and then figuring out the best way to say it.  That is too neat a description of what happens in our hermeneutical and homiletical atom.  That is also true but it is not the whole truth.  To grasp even partially the strangeness and otherness of the Bible text requires that we not move prematurely to the present day and to the very practical task of preparing the sermon.  Unless we look at the Bible text, in its otherness and allow ourselves to be grasped by its strangeness, it is unlikely that we will be transformed by it.  Paradoxically, the scripture speaks best today when the interpreter forgets today and dwells for a season in its pastness, in its otherness.  There is no way to preach well, consistently, if one does not take the time to look at the text.
As far as particular exegetical methods, I have a preference for a canonical approach (so Brevard Childs) or canonical criticism (so James Sanders) for two reasons.  Both privilege the final form of the text and both recognize that the present act of interpreting scripture in preaching is part of a process that has gone on “in with and under” the sacred texts from the beginning.  This general standpoint recognizes rightly what the text we preach are:  they are not primarily sources of information about ancient events; they are, in the present scripture.  But though I have a preference, just about any exegetical method will do, as long as it makes us dwell with the text for a period.  Sir Isaac Newton was once asked how he had conceived of his theory of gravitation.  “By dwelling on it continually,” he replied.  Once again, however, the opposite is also true.  The realities of parish life constrain us.  Aficionados of the MASH television series may remember the episode in which Charles Emerson Winchester arrives in the frontline hospital.  He is a fine surgeon, careful, meticulous…and very slow.  In the end Col. Potter pulls Winchester from the table and orders Hawkeye to take over.  We do “meatball surgery” here, he tells the bewildered and protesting prima donna.  Unless graduating students go into advanced Biblical studies, it is very unlikely that they will ever write a full and complete exegesis paper again in their lives.   They will, we hope, do exegesis as part of sermon preparation.  We as teachers of Bible and as homileticians need to respect the busy reality of ministerial or priestly life and teach “meatball exegesis.”  The question is not whether our students will do the lengthy, meticulous exegesis they have been taught (rightly) in Bible classes.
  It is whether they will do exegesis at all or merely seize whatever idea is suggested by a quick glance at the text for the day and run with it.  Teaching “meatball exegesis” is exactly what practitioners who will go to frontline units of the church will need from us.  “Winchester” exegesis is a practical impossibility for most.  “Frank Burns” exegesis is all too common and it will be more common still if we theological professors do not teach good, honest, realistic meatball exegesis. 

Looking Through
The Reformers believed that we must seek in texts not only the verus sensus, the right sense of the text but also its verus usus, its right use.   Everything old is new again and so it is with this notion of the right use of the text.  Preachers still ought not only consider the right sense of the text, as if meaning were something confined to the ideas and concepts of a text, but also its right use.  To go back to this business of bringing to the task of reading some sense of what the thing we are reading actually is, once we recognize what a text is, we often know also what it does.  Nicholas Lash in an important essay to which we shall return later, noted, “It would be silly to sing railway timetables rather than to use them to catch trains.” 
 This brings us close to something vital; study of the Bible as Scripture has a purpose.  The Bible is not only the specimen on the slide under the microscope, the thing to be examined through lenses.  The Bible itself is a lens and must be used as such.    It is entirely possible to spend one’s whole life looking at the Bible.  It is possible to study the writings that make up the Christian Bible out of purely scholarly interest and the discoveries of scholars who do so are often of immense value, to the people who use the text.  The most important and also the most obvious reality about the Bible is that its writings form the Scriptures of a great world religion.  As such, it is used for theological reflection, ethical decision making, education of children and adults and most importantly for our purposes, for preaching.     In preaching we look through the lens of Scripture to see more clearly God and God’s world.  The concept of the right use of Scripture therefore remains of first importance for preachers.

This, by the way, is where that first metaphorical use of the lens, by Calvin, in this case, comes in.  “Just as old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak vision, if you thrust before them a most beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be some sort of writing, yet can scarcely construe two words, but with the aid of spectacles will begin to read distinctly:  so Scripture, gathering up the otherwise confused knowledge of God in our minds, having dispersed our dullness, clearly shows us the true God.”
  The Bible, then, is a pair of spectacles. The point about spectacles is not to look at them.  It is to look through them.  
Several months ago, I was preparing lectures for Presbyterian College on preaching I Corinthians. In the course of that preparation I came across a fascinating quotation from Ben Witherington III  in which he describes one form of sociological study of that fascinating epistle.  This approach, he says, “attempts to use modern social theories to explain the situation in some of Paul’s churches.”
  That’s fine.  I respect such approaches.  But Harry Emerson Fosdick, the great American preacher of the first half of the 20th century, once famously observed that no one ever goes to church with a burning desire to find out whatever became of the Jebusites.  And I expect not many more come to church with a burning desire to uncover the sociology of the church in Corinth.  I plead, therefore, for an approach that is almost the opposite:  to use the ancient text to explain the situation in our churches and in our world . The task of the preacher is not to “make the Bible relevant” or worse “to make the Bible come alive.”  It is to use the Bible in a relevant way.  It is to use the Bible in a ways that leads to life, for us!  When that happens, by the way, the social situation of the church in Corinth, and – who knows – perhaps even the fate of the Jebusites, really do become interesting.  

Being Looked At.

We do not only look at Scripture in preaching nor even simply look through it at God or the world, as through a pair of spectacles.  The metaphor of “looking through” a lens by itself still leaves us in control, as if we are the white coated biologist looking through a microscope at some specimen on the slide.  We are examined by scripture.  We are interrogated.  The lens is turned on us. We are not the subject in control but the object under investigation. Calvin famously stated that true knowledge consists of the knowledge of God and of ourselves.  (I imagine he would subsume the knowledge of the created order around us under the category of the knowledge of ourselves.  Whether that is an adequate understanding would be an interesting subject for consideration elsewhere.  It may be too anthropocentric a description of knowledge for a world in ecological crisis.)  The knowledge of ourselves comes when the lens is turned upon us, or to use another optical metaphor Calvin himself employs, when a mirror is held up before us and we see ourselves as we truly are.  Calvin said that about the law of God, but I do not see why that is not equally true of all parts of Scripture.   When that mirror is held up in front of us preachers and interpreters of Scripture we see the original sin or even the total depravity of interpreters.  They bring not only presuppositions but a will to power.  Scholars of the Deconstruction school examine writings for their implicit claims to power.  The Reformed Tradition should have no trouble with at least that one aspect of deconstruction, that in all human activities there are power dynamics at work.  In all writings and in all readings there is a human attempt to seize or to maintain power.  .  Richard Hays, in an essay entitled “Salvation by Trust”  calls, among other things, for a hermeneutic of suspicion…of the interpreter.  The preacher is interrogated by the text before the congregation.  To paraphrase John Donne in Meditation XVII, the bell that tolls calls  to the preacher as well as the congregation.
 But the purpose of seeing ourselves as we really are is not simply to identify the shape and location of all our warts and flaws.  It is so that a transformation may take place, a transformation so profound that in various texts it is described as a new birth or a new creation.  We use the Scripture in preaching so that transformation may take place in the congregation and, let it be noted, in the preacher

This matter of transformation is so important that a major qualifier is in order.  Some words have so profound an effect that they are the equivalent of actions, changing the state of the speaker or the listener.   “With this ring, I thee wed,” may be considered a prime example.  This kind of language is called performative and the study of such words and language is called Speech-Act theory.  It is not only spoken but also written words that can become speech acts.  All texts that possess any significance have some effect on the reader and in certain cases that effect is so life changing that it may be called transformation.  The aim of both Christian biblical interpretation and of Christian preaching is transformation. 

It is questionable, however, if words themselves, either written or spoken, can effect the kind of transformation that is the goal of preaching.  In this connection there arises another fundamental hermeneutical question.  What does the preacher expect to encounter in the text, a proposition or a person?  When reading the Scripture of the Christian church the effect desired is an encounter with a person. To use Trinitarian language, that encounter is with the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.  The reality outside the text to which it points as referent is God.  The “other” to which the interpreter must remain open is not simply the text itself but the Holy Spirit who speaks through the text.  To turn too easily to the work of the Holy Spirit as an explanation for interpretation is methodologically lazy; to ignore that work altogether is theological folly.  The goal of Christian interpretation and of preaching is not only understanding the meaning of the text as such, though understanding is always worthwhile; it is a transforming encounter with the other who speaks through the text.

With respect to the move from text to sermon I strongly emphasize the role of analogy. I ask students to identify persons or groups in or behind the text and to compare ourselves to those persons or groups.  That’s the equivalent of using the Scripture text as a mirror.  Early in my teaching career, I noticed something disturbing:  many of my student, my best students, were making clever, even profound observations, about the text and about ourselves.  But they never spoke about or for God.  It was my fault, not theirs.  I had never taught them to ask what God was doing in the text and to inquire whether God might be doing something similar in our world.

Here is yet another way to put it.  What I am working towards today is not archaeology of ancient texts but a new encounter with the Living God through the study of those texts.  Inspiration resides in and “Word of God” occurs in the encounter with God through the texts rather than in the texts themselves.  That God enables us, in sovereign freedom that does not depend either on good exegesis or effective preaching, to use the texts for good and holy purposes.
But back to the human side of reading and preaching the Bible:  At this point the lens metaphor in any of its forms fails and the orbit of this electron in our hermeneutical atom has decayed.  There is a very particular use of Scripture that cannot be described under any optical imagery that I know of.  Scripture must be performed.  There is a group called the “Scripture Project.”  Their work is described in a fascinating collection of essays gathered by Ellen Davis and Richard Hays in a collection named, The Art of Reading Scripture  At the head of the book is a set of nine theses on the interpretation of Scripture/ The sixth of the nine theses claims that:
“Scripture is like a musical score that must be played or sung in order to be understood; therefore the church interprets Scripture by forming communities of prayer, service and faithful witness”
  It is not enough to say that we look at Scripture, through Scripture and are looked at by Scripture.  The right use of Scripture is to perform it.

I believe that image is taken from an influential essay by Nicholas Lash, who was, by the way, the first Roman Catholic professor of theology at Cambridge since the 16th century.  In that essay, Performing the Scriptures, Lash does compare the performance of Scripture to the performance of a Beethoven string quartet.  The comparison is very apt.  It is true that scholarship is involved.  Scholars have established the text of the score.  There has been investigation of the world of Beethoven and the history of interpretation of the piece. The director and the players have listened to other renditions of the work.  But no one would suppose that all this is the reading of the text, or, to carry through the metaphor, the performance!  It is but preparation for the real thing, the performance itself! 
Lash actually spends a good deal more time and energy comparing the work of the church in interpreting Scripture to the performance of a classic play, say, King Lear.  That may be a superior analogy for in the performance of King Lear, a much larger company is involved and a wider variety of gifts and roles are required.  Moreover, words and gestures are involved, as in church.  Most importantly, according to Lash with the performance of a classic play, the audience may say, “I never saw that before.”  And they learn something new about themselves and the world.
There is a twist on the same analogy by N. T. Wright.  Wright says that our situation in the church is like that of a company putting on one of the great plays of Shakespeare.  You may remember from High School English class that Shakespearean plays have five acts.  But in this particular play, the fourth act is missing.  We have the first three acts:  all the characters have been introduced and the plot has been set thoroughly in motion.  We have the fifth act:  we know how it will all turn out.  But we must write stage and act that fourth act, so that the drama gets from that which has taken place to that which will certainly come.  In such a situation, we learn as much as we can about Shakespeare’s world and about Elizabethan drama.  Above all we would read carefully the text that is there, looking earnestly in it for every hint of the appropriate development of plot and of character.  We would read the text as well as we can.  And then we would do our best to put on the play.
Under this analogy, what is preaching?  In the first place, preaching reminds us that the play is not a tragedy. It will turn out well in the end.  All’s well that ends well!  But there is a more specific task.  The preacher whispers in the ears of the players, “I saw something interesting in Act II that may help us here.  When you come on stage for your scene, why don’t you….”
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