II Questions about Interpretation: Concerning Narrative

10 Biblical Narrative and Systematic Theology
 

1 Narrative and theology 
When I watch a film or listen to music or read a novel, as a narrow-minded intellectual I cannot help thinking about it: about its significance, about its insight on life and God. Indeed, I am such an ivory-towered academic that I cannot stop myself reflecting on what my wife used to call “waste-of-time” films or music, by which she means popular art designed simply to entertain or make money or make someone famous.

 I indulge in this weakness during the film or song or novel, grinning to myself or uttering some exclamation under my breath. I did so during the film The Truman Show. Tru[e]man has just discovered that his whole life has been lived on a soap opera set; all the people he thought loved him have been playing parts. The God/Devil/Director figure, Christoph [at least one syllable short of being a Christ-bearer], then tells him, “It’s all deception out here in the real world, too, you know” (I reproduce the quotation from memory and may have sharpened its import to match my agenda, rather in the manner of the New Testament’s use of the First Testament). 
Then after listening to the song a few times, or completing the novel, or leaving the cinema, I will probably be compelled to think back over the lyric or novel or film as a whole. I do it every time I play to a class Leonard Cohen’s song about God and David, Hallelujah. I do it every time I watch When Harry Met Sally, still wondering whether it is true that men and women can never be friends because sex will always get in the way (and still not sure what is the film’s own implicit take on that). I did it after I first saw Leaving Las Vegas in Britain, as I spent three hours (with a break for pizza) attempting to explain to a seminarian why her seminary principal should want to see such an unChristian film; and I did it again after watching the video with a small group of seminarians down the freeway from Las Vegas (the answer being that it expresses such gloomy realism yet also such hope as it portrays the difference loving and being loved can make to a man who has sentenced himself to death and to a woman whom life has sentenced to a living death). I did it on leaving the cinema open-mouthed at The Truman Show’s breathtaking discussion of whether it is best to live in a clean, unquestioning, problem-free hermetically-sealed world such as a film set or a Garden of Eden, or whether it is best to live a “real” life outside, with all its ambiguity.

 In films the plot also counts, though as I come to think about it, the plots tend to be simple (man goes to Las Vegas to drink himself to death, and does so). We know that George Clooney will in some sense get the woman, in One Fine Day or Out of Sight; the question is how, and how far, and for how long. We suspect that Tom Hanks will succeed in Saving Private Ryan, despite the false clue when we see a Ryan dead on the Normandy seashore; the only question is how.

 Further, films depend on believable characters (well, some films do), though film is a tough medium for the conveying of character, and character comes out more in novels. Perhaps this is partly because characterization in films comes via the character of the actor, and most actors are playing themselves. I reflected on this recently when re-watching Sophie’s Choice on television and seeing Kevin Kline behave the same way as he would a decade later in A Fish Called Wanda; and I reflected on how much more the novel Sophie’s Choice conveyed than the film did.

 Doing theology on the basis of biblical narrative parallels one’s reflection on a film, a novel, or a song. One may do it in the same four ways.

 First, individual moments in a narrative convey insights. A famous reflection by Günther Bornkamm on the story of Jesus’ stilling of the storm, in its two forms in Mark and Matthew, brings out this event’s message in the different versions of these two evangelists.
 In Genesis, three stories about one of Israel’s father-figures passing off his wife as his sister comprise attempts to come to terms with male ambivalence at female sexuality.
 Exodus 19 – 40 includes a long series of attempts to find ways of speaking about God’s presence as real while also recognizing the fact of God’s transcendence; John Durham has suggested that God’s presence is the theme of Exodus 19 – 40, as God’s activity is the theme of Exodus 1 – 18.
 Exodus 19 – 40 is thus an exercise in narrative theology.

Second, biblical narratives have plots, and a key aspect of their theological significance will be conveyed by their plot.

On the large scale, the plots of the four or five New Testament narratives (is Luke-Acts one or two?) are at one level simple, like those of many films. There are two of these plots, the story of the beginnings, ministry, killing, and renewed life of Jesus of Nazareth, and the story of the spreading of his story from Jerusalem to Rome. The plots are simple, but theologically crucial. The New Testament theological message is contained in the plot about Jesus, because that message is a gospel, and the New Testament ecclesiology is contained in the plot about the spread of the gospel.

 Yet there being several versions of the first plot draws attention to the fact that there are many ways of bringing out its theological significance. To put it another way, it has many sub-plots. It is also the story of how Jesus starts as a wonder-worker and ends up a martyr. It thus raises the question of the relationship between these two. Is the former the real aim and the latter a deviation and a way of ultimately achieving the former? Or is the former a dead end succeeded by the latter? Or do the two stand in dialectic tension? Again, the Gospel story portrays Jesus choosing twelve men as members of his inner circle, which might confirm men’s special status in the leadership of the people of God. It then portrays him watching them misunderstand, betray, and abandon him, so that the people who accompany his martyrdom and first learn of his transformation are -- women; which might subvert men’s special status in the leadership of the people of God.

 Third, biblical narratives portray characters. From a theological angle, they concern themselves with two correlative pairs of characters: God and Israel, Jesus and the church. They “render” these characters
 sometimes by offering titles for them (El Shaddai, Yahweh; holy nation, royal priesthood; Son of God, Son of Man; body of Christ, flock of God). They render them by describing them with adjectives or nouns (gracious, long-tempered; family, servant; good shepherd, true vine; household, temple: the examples show that the boundary between “title” and “description” is fuzzy). They render them most by describing them in action, because that is the way character emerges. It has become customary to distinguish between “showing” and “telling.” The Gospels rarely “tell” us things about Jesus (e.g., “Jesus was a compassionate person”). Instead they “show” us things. They portray Jesus in action (and in speech) and leave us to infer what kind of person Jesus therefore was. In this respect they are much more like films than novels; in general films have to “show” rather than “tell.”
 Fourth, biblical narratives discuss themes. I have suggested two examples from the Gospels: Mark discusses the relative position of women and men in leadership among Jesus’ followers and the relationship between what Jesus achieves by works of power and what he achieves by letting people kill him. In the First Testament, Esther is directly a discussion of how Yahweh’s commitment to the Jewish people works itself out; it also implicitly makes theological statements or raises theological questions about the nature of God’s involvement in the world and the significance of human acts in accepting responsibility for history, about the nature of manhood and womanhood, about human weakness and sin (pride, greed, sexism, cruelty), about the potentials and the temptations of power, about civil authority, civil obedience, and civil disobedience, and about the significance of humor. Jonah is about the disobedience of prophets and Yahweh’s relationship with the nations and the possible fruitfulness of turning to God. The stories in Daniel are a narrative politics discussing the interrelationship of the sovereignty of Yahweh, the sovereignty of human kings, and the significance of the political involvement of members of God’s people.

 The task of exegeting biblical narratives includes the teasing out of the theological issues in such works.

 It has not commonly been assumed to be so. A school friend of mine is now a Professor of Latin; in comparing his textual work and that of biblical exegetes some years ago, I was depressingly struck by the similarity in the apparent aims and procedures. One might never have guessed that biblical narratives had a different set of concerns from those of Ovid.

 Biblical narratives came into being to address theological questions, or at least religious questions. The teasing out of their religious and theological implications is inherent in their exegesis. It is not an optional additional task that the exegete may responsibly ignore if so inclined. Greek or Roman, English or American literature, and Russian or French films will always have an implicit theology, but teasing this out may not always be an essential aspect of their study. With biblical narrative, theological issues are the texts’ major concern, and the exegete who fails to pay attention to them, and focuses on (for instance) merely historical questions, has not left the starting-line as an exegete.

 The exegete may undertake the task by the four means suggested above. First, it involves teasing out the theological implications of individual stories within the larger narrative. The agenda here cannot be predicted: discerning it depends on the exegete’s sensitivity to recognizing a theological issue. Second, it involves standing back and giving an account of the distinctive plot of the story (for instance, that of Chronicles as opposed to Kings or that of Matthew as opposed to Mark) so as to show what is the gospel according to this Gospel. Third, it involves realizing a portrayal of the two or four characters in the story. According to this narrative as a whole, Who is God and Who is Israel? In the case of a New Testament narrative, in addition, Who is Jesus and Who is the church? Fourth, it is a matter of analyzing the narrative’s various insights on its own specific theme(s).

 There is no method for doing this, any more than there is for interpreting a film or for any other aspect of the interpretive task (I have suggested that it is no more or no less than an aspect of that.) It requires a more or less inspired guess as to what the theological freight of this narrative might be, and then discussion with other people (perhaps via their writings) to discover whether my guess says less or more than the narrative: whether they can help me notice things I have missed or eliminate things I am reading into the text. This guess comes from me as a person living in the culture in which I live, and it needs to recognize the specificity of that, so that my reading fellowship needs to embrace people from other ages and other cultures, and people of other beliefs and of the opposite sex. But it can also benefit from the possibility that this enables me to see something of how this narrative speaks to people like me in my culture in the context of its debates.

2 The Difference between Systematic Theology and Biblical Narrative 
The theological work I have just described will stand somewhat short of interaction with systematic theology.

 Systematic theology means different things to different people.
 Traditionally, it has denoted the discipline that gives a coherent account of Christian theology as a whole, showing how the parts comprise a whole. Consciously or unconsciously, it undertakes this task in light of the culture, language, thought-forms, and questions of its time; it is not written once-for-all.

 Such descriptions of systematic theology’s task suggest several observations from the perspective of biblical studies.

First, it is a telling fact that “systematic” and “theology” are both Greek-based words. The discipline emerged from the attempt to think through the gospel’s significance in the framework of Greek thinking. Thus the key issues in the theological thinking of the patristic period concerned God’s nature and Christ’s person, and these were framed in terms of concepts such as “person” and “nature” as these were understood against the background of Greek thinking. Subsequent theological explication of the atonement and the doctrine of Scripture similarly took place in terms of concepts and categories of the medieval period and the Enlightenment. Their being able to use scriptural terms may obscure the fact that their framework of thinking is that of another culture.

 This points us toward the awareness that not only are individual ventures in systematic theology contextual. The enterprise is inherently so, dependent as it is on that collocation of Jewish gospel and Greek forms of thinking. Thus Alister McGrath has noted that ancient Greece and traditional African cultures resemble the scriptural writers in tending to use stories as a way of making sense of the world. Just before the time of Plato a decisive shift occurred; “ideas took the place of stories” and a conceptual way of thinking gained the upper hand and came to dominate western culture.

 The arrival of postmodernity has then brought implications for systematic theology. While one great contemporary German theologian, Wolfhart Pannenberg, has written a three-volume systematic theology on something like the traditional model,
 another great contemporary German theologian, Jürgen Moltmann, has written a series of “systematic contributions to theology” on a similar scale, but declines to call these “systematic theology.”
 Admirers may nevertheless see them as suggesting the way forward in systematic theology, insisting as they do on creativity, coherence, rigor, critical thinking, and the conversation between the modern world and the Christian tradition, but being suspicious of grand schemes. If “systematic theology” seems a misguided enterprise, one response is thus to replace it by a wiser enterprise. But another is to assume that this will simply leave the term “systematic theology” with its value status to unwise exponents of it, and therefore rather to set about the different task that one does approve of and to appropriate the term “systematic theology” for that.

 Perhaps it is indeed the case that humanity’s rationality necessitates analytic reflection on the nature of the faith; at least, the importance of rationality to intellectuals necessitates our analytic reflection on the nature of the faith, as one of the less important aspects of the life of Christ’s body. Yet such rational and disciplined reflection need not take the form of systematic theology, of the old variety or the new. For long it did not do so in Judaism, where the two key forms of reflection were haggadah and halakah. This reflection took the form of the retelling of biblical narrative in such a way as to clarify its difficulties and answer contemporary questions, and the working out of what behavioral practice was required by life with God. We need to distinguish between the possible necessity that the church reflects deeply, sharply, coherently, and critically on its faith, and the culture-relative fact that this has generally been done in a world of thought decisively influenced by Greek thinking in general as well as in particular (e.g., Platonic or Aristotelian).

 The nature of reflection in Judaism draws attention to the need for systematic theology to do justice to the essentially narrative character of the gospel in both Testaments if it is to do justice to the nature of biblical faith. First Testament faith centrally concerns the way God related to Israel over time. It relates the story of how Yahweh did certain things, such as create the world, make promises to Israel’s ancestors, deliver their descendants from Egypt, bring them into a sealed relationship at Sinai, persevere with them in chastisement and mercy in the wilderness, bring them into their own land, persevere with them in chastisement and mercy through another period of unfaithfulness in the land itself, agree to their having human kings and make a commitment to a line of kings, interact with them over centuries of inclination to rebellion until they were reduced to a shadow of their former self, cleanse their land, and begin a process of renewal there.

New Testament faith sees itself as the continuing of that story. Like the First Testament, the New Testament takes predominantly narrative form, and the form corresponds to the nature of the faith. Its gospel is not essentially or distinctively a statement that takes the form “God is love” but one that takes the form “God so loved that he gave.”
 Second-century Christians found the need of a “rule for the faith,” an outline summary of Christian truth that could (among other things) guide their reading of Scripture. The two great creeds that issued from the fulfilling of that need, the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed, do not actually summarize the fundamentals of biblical faith (neither mentions Israel),
 but at least they take a broadly narrative form. In this respect they are a far cry from the Westminster Confession or the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion. Similarly, systematic theology has commonly been shaped by the doctrine of the Trinity, and recent years have seen an increased emphasis on the importance and fruitfulness of thinking trinitarianly.

 The focus on the Trinity rather than on narrative highlights the problem of seeking to work at the relationship of systematic theology to Scripture in general, and to biblical narrative in particular. Let us grant that the doctrine of the Trinity is a (even the) logical outworking within a Greek framework of the implications of statements of the more Greek-thinking writers within the New Testament. It is then two stages removed from most of the New Testament narratives (because they are narrative, and because they are less inclined to think in Greek forms). Further, it is three stages removed from most biblical narrative (which was written before Bethlehem and Pentecost made Trinitarian thinking possible, let alone necessary). If one starts from biblical narratives and asks after their theological freight, the vast bulk of their theological implications does not emerge within a Trinitarian framework.

That is even true (perhaps especially true) if we are interested in theological implications in the narrowest sense, in what biblical narrative tells us about God. For all its truth and fruitfulness, the doctrine of the Trinity seriously skews our theological reading of Scripture. It excludes most of the insight expressed in the biblical narrative’s portrayal of the person and its working out of the plot. There is a paradox here. Some of the key figures in the development of the doctrine of the Trinity emphasized how little we may directly say about God, particularly God’s inner nature. Theology nevertheless involves the venture to think the unthinkable and say the unsayable, but in doing so it ignores the theological potential of the things that Scripture does say.

There is a further sense in which scriptural reflection on God’s nature is inextricably tied to narrative, expressed in Jack Miles’s God: A Biography.
 To use systematic theology’s own terms, revelation as well as redemption is tied to narrative. God’s person emerges in a series of contexts. God is a creator, then a destroyer. God relates to a family in the concerns of its ongoing family life such as the finding of a home, the birth of children, and the arranging of marriages; God then relates to a nation in the different demands of its life, which includes God’s becoming a warmaker. Entering into a formal relationship with this people takes God into becoming a lawmaker and a deity identified by a sanctuary (albeit a movable one) and not merely by a relationship with a people. The “revelation” of God’s person is inextricably tied to the events in which God becomes different things, in a way that any person does; it is thus inextricably tied to narrative.

 Systematic theology’s theological and philosophical framework imposes on it a broader difficulty in doing justice to much of the biblical material. By its nature traditional systematic theology, in particular, is concerned with the unequivocal; it presupposes a quest for unity. Biblical faith indeed emphasizes that Yahweh is one, but then relaxes in implying paradox within that oneness. For instance, it emphasizes God’s power, but generally portrays events in the world as working themselves out not by God’s will but in ways that reflect human and other this-worldly considerations; indeed, the emphasis in biblical narrative in particular is very predominantly on the latter. It emphasizes God’s wisdom and knowledge, but also portrays God asking questions and experiencing surprise and regret. Starting from its Greek framework, traditional systematic theology affirms God’s power and knowledge (“omnipotence” and “omniscience”) and then has to subordinate any theological account of the reality of human decision making except insofar as it emphasizes the “necessity” for God to give human beings “freewill” (further alien ideas imported into Scripture) and/or has to offer an allegorical interpretation of statements in scriptural narrative that indicate God’s ignorance or God’s having a change of mind.

 Narrative is by nature open-ended, allusive, and capable of embracing questions and ambiguity. I have noted two features of Mark’s Gospel that illustrate this fact. It is a feature of Genesis 1 – 4, where the three stories (1:1 – 2:3, 2:4 – 3:24, and 4:1-26) keep offering different perspectives on what God is like and what human beings are like and on the goodness or otherwise of life in the world. These keep the reader ricocheting between them in a way that is simultaneously bewildering and enriching: or at least they would do that, if we were able to escape the lenses that the categories of systematic theology impose on the chapters.

 While concerned to work out the implications of biblical narrative, by its nature systematic theology (traditional or postmodern) does not take narrative form. It thereby has difficulty in maintaining touch with the narrative nature of the faith upon which it seeks to reflect, and therefore with the object of its concern, and it has difficulty in maintaining touch with the narrative contexts out of which aspects of God’s character emerge and thereby in understanding the significance of these aspects of this character.

 From the side of biblical studies, over the past two decades there have been two powerful attempts to relate the Bible to the concerns of systematic theology, on the part of Brevard Childs and Francis Watson. There is something wrong with me, because I find Childs’s work in particular disappointing. The opening chapter headings for his Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context
 expose one major problem here, for they indicate that the chapters concern “The Old Testament as Revelation,” “How God is Known,” and “God’s Purpose in Revelation.” The entire framework of thinking is introduced into biblical study from elsewhere, in this case not from the Greek thinking of the patristic period but from the agenda of the Enlightenment age. In turn, Watson opens his Text, Church and World with his concern for “an exegesis oriented primarily towards theological issues” but goes on that “at least in my usage, the terms ‘theology’ and ‘theological’ relate to a distinct discipline – that of ‘systematic theology’ or ‘Christian doctrine.’”
 He restates the point at the opening of his Text and Truth.
 The exegete who expounds the theological significance of the text expects to do so in the terms of the existent Christian doctrinal tradition. Jon D. Levenson has tartly commented on Gerhard von Rad’s famous study “Faith Reckoned as Righteousness” (Gen 15:6), “Within the limited context of theological interpretation informed by historical criticism – the context von Rad intended -- his essay must be judged unsuccessful. Within another limited context, however – the confessional elucidation of Scripture for purposes of Lutheran reaffirmation – it is an impressive success.” It is for this reason that Jews have not been interested in biblical theology.

In other words, Christian theological interpretation of Scripture is always inclined to come down to the elucidation of our already-determined Christian doctrines (and lifestyles) by Scripture, either accidentally (von Rad) or deliberately (Childs, Watson).

3 From Narrative to Theology 
Scripture’s focus on narrative might seem to imply that the whole enterprise of thinking critically and analytically about biblical faith is doomed to failure. Pointers within Scripture suggest that this is an unnecessary fear.

First, non-narrative books such as the Psalms, the Prophets, and the Epistles abound in material that has taken the first step from narrative to discursive statement, while keeping its implicit and explicit links with the gospel, the story running through the two Testaments. The statement “God is love” is grounded in a narrative statement about the way “God showed his love among us” (1 John 4:8-9). The statement “Yahweh our God Yahweh one” (Deut 6:4) is implicitly grounded in narrative statements such as “I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of Egypt” (Deut 5:6).

 This example illustrates how the point about the possibility of moving from narrative to theology can be made in terms of Hebrew syntax. While biblical narrative is conveniently able to express itself by means of the finite verbs characteristic of Hebrew and Greek, the First Testament also makes use of Hebrew’s “noun clauses” (such as “Yahweh our God Yahweh one”) whose name indicates that they lack verbs. I do not imply the fallacy that the language’s syntax reflects distinctive ways of thinking, only that the use of this particular syntax in theological statements shows that biblical theological thinking is not confined to narrative statements.

 Second, narratives themselves incorporate discursive statements. Exodus tells of moments when God offers some self-description, in response to questions from Moses. Before the exodus God declares “I am who I am” and speaks as “Yahweh, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” After the exodus and the people’s faithlessness, God offers an extensive adjectival self-identification as compassionate and gracious, long-tempered, big in commitment and faithfulness, keeping commitment for 25,000 years, and forgiving, not ignoring wrongdoing (presumably that of people who do not seek forgiveness) but punishing it for 75 or 100 years. In both cases the statements are inextricably linked to narrative and gain their meaning from the narrative contexts in which they are set, but they are open to our reflecting on them as statements offering insights on God’s nature that hold beyond their narrative context.

In between these two ways of linking narrative and discursive statement is a narrative such as John’s Gospel. A film may sometimes seek to escape its form by having a narrator “tell” us things or by putting instructive speeches on its characters’ lips. The Pasadena Weekly commented on how You’ve Got Mail incorporates Nora Ephron’s “digressions into social commentary about the computer age, commercialism and blah, blah, blah.” The Deuteronomists work in this way, but John does it most systematically. He and Paul are the two biblical thinkers who have most in common with systematic theology’s way of thinking, but this technique enables John to do his theology in the writing of narrative as Paul does in writing discursively.

 Scripture includes fundamentally factual narratives such as Kings and Mark, and fundamentally fictional narratives such as Ruth and Jesus’ parables. By “fundamentally” factual or fictional, I indicate a recognition that factual narratives in Scripture (like factual narratives elsewhere) include fictional elements, while fictional narratives incorporate factual elements (and are arguably always based on factual human experience). My working assumption is that most biblical narratives, like most other narratives, stand on the spectrum between bare fact and pure fiction. The latter two are ideal or notional types, extremes that are useful to define but of which there are no instances. Outside Scripture, both fact and fiction can be the means of conveying truth and depth, untruth and triviality. Every night it is possible to watch television news that is breathtaking in its combination of factuality and triviality.

Most weeks I watch one or two films that may be breathtaking in their combination of fiction and deep truth. Within Scripture, both fact and fiction are entirely true narratives and deeply significant ones. The truth in the factual is that which can be conveyed through facts, while the truth in the fictional is that which can be conveyed through fiction.

 The two then have differing relationships with systematic theology. On one hand, a factual narrative seeks to keep systematic theology on the narrative straight-and-narrow, to drive it to keep thinking narratively, on the basis of the nature of the gospel that systematic theology is seeking to explicate. On the other, fictional narrative is more inclined to be the discussion of a theme, or the interweaving of several themes, and it seeks to keep systematic theology from its traditional besetting temptation to be too straight and narrow, to be rationalist. I have noted that part of narrative’s genius is its capacity to embrace ambiguity, discuss complexity, and embrace mystery.

Traditional systematic theology’s strength is its analytic rigor and its emphasis on the law of non-contradiction, but that is also its limitation. Taking biblical narrative seriously has the capacity to release it from this limitation. Systematic theology could construct a discursive equivalent to the narrative discussion of the notion of God’s presence and of God’s transcendence and immanence such as appears in Exodus 19 – 40, but it would need to be one that preserved the richness and paradoxical nature of what a narrative presentation makes possible. 
(By this example I have subverted my distinction between factual and fictional narrative and demonstrated the point that this distinction is a notional one; observations I have made about Mark also establish the point. I assume that Exodus is telling us about historical facts in a sense that Jonah or the parable about the Good Samaritan is not, but the nature of its narrative shows that it has fiction’s strengths and not merely the narrowness of factual narrative.)
 If the Prophets and the Epistles show Scripture taking a step towards the way of thinking more characteristic of systematic theology, their nature also lays down another marker for the enterprise. They are also parts of Scripture especially concerned with the commitment of God’s people to the gospel’s behavioral implications. They thus suggest the need for systematic theology to be kept in relationship with commitment.
 The collocation of haggadah and halakah as Judaism’s two traditional ways of undertaking sustained reflection on Scripture coheres with this observation.

Biblical narrative itself has practical concerns. The Torah and the Gospels incorporate much material that explicitly delineate the way of life expected of Israel and of disciples. Further, the narrative itself is designed to shape a world view, but a world view within which people then live. The point can be illustrated from its handling of the theme of God’s creation of the world. Scripture frequently takes up the theme of creation, but never for its own sake. In retelling the creation story, it always has some world-shaping to do. A work such as Moltmann’s God in Creation is thus likewise concerned to work out the significance of creation in our own context.

 There is a point to be safeguarded here. I have noted that biblical narrative talks more about human acts than about God’s acts. Nevertheless its understanding of the significance of these human acts is generally rather gloomy. It is like that of film noir such as LA Confidential. In the end, film noir declares, everyone has their weaknesses; there are no unmitigated heroes. Biblical narrative agrees, but adds that God is also decisively involved in its story. In this sense Scripture puts its emphasis on God’s acts rather than on human acts. We leave church less sombred than we leave the cinema.

Perhaps narrative can decisively shape human character. Certainly people who want to shape character often try to do so by telling stories, and people who want to have their characters shaped often seek this by reading them, though they commonly then find that biblical narrative is different from what they expected (but what would be the point of the Bible if it were what we expected?). Even the biblical narrative that is nearest to film noir, 1 and 2 Samuel, shapes character by portraying for us people with weaknesses and strengths like ours (Hannah, Peninnah, Eli, Samuel, Saul, Michal, Jonathan, David, Abigail) handling pressures and crises that are usually greater than ours, and by inviting us to set their stories alongside ours. Yet the shaping of character is rarely the direct aim of biblical narrative; we are not told stories about Abraham, Moses, Jesus, or Paul chiefly in order that we may let our characters be shaped by theirs. The primary concern of biblical narrative is to expound the gospel, to talk about God and what God has done, rather than to talk about the human characters who appear in God’s story. The common sense view that biblical narrative is concerned to shape character is surely right, but the narrative assumes that expounding the gospel is the way to do so.

 The narrative also interweaves imperatives, in a variety of ways. Yahweh’s promises to Israel’s ancestors give them a responsibility to exercise for other peoples (Gen 18:17-33). Or, Yahweh’s acts on Israel’s behalf are sovereign deeds that establish Yahweh’s lordship over Israel and look for a submissive response that takes certain forms (“I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt: you are to have no other gods”). Or, Yahweh’s acts embody priorities Israel is expected to share (“I delivered you from serfdom; you are not to treat people the way you were treated there”). Or, Yahweh’s acts establish a distinctiveness about Israel that mirrors Yahweh’s distinctiveness and requires to be embodied in its life (“You are to be holy as I am holy”).

 Biblical narrative thus suggests for systematic theology a context in concern about a relationship with God and a life lived for God. It is not merely an exercise in describing abstract truth. Nor is this merely a matter of acknowledging that systematic truths need to be applied. As happens in human relationships, the apprehension of truths about the person and the expression of these in relationship is dialogical.

Apprehending truths about the person feeds the relationship, but living in the relationship unveils truths about the person. As liberation theology has shown, a commitment to right living generates insight on the theological interpretation of Scripture as well as the other way round. Biblical narrative suggests that insight on theology and on lifestyle cannot be pursued separately. This awareness of the context of relationship leads to a further observation, that the Psalms (arguably the densest theology in Scripture, at least in the First Testament) hint that an appropriate form for systematic theology is that of adoration, thanksgiving, and lament, or at least that a context in the life of adoration, thanksgiving, and lament should be a fruitful one for theological reflection on biblical narrative.

 At least that is so in theory. In practice it is not evident that piety produces profound theology or serious interaction with biblical narrative. I am not yet ready to give up the hope that Christian doctrine and lifestyles might be shaped by Scripture, though I do not have great expectation that this will ever happen. If it is to do so, of key importance will be not the reading of scriptural narrative in light of what we know already and how we live already, but the reading of scriptural narrative through the eyes of people such as Jack Miles and Jon Levenson who do not believe what we believe or practice what we practice.

4 Reflecting on Theology in Light of Narrative 
If systematic theology did not exist, it might seem unwise to invent it, or at least unwise to begin the devising of grand schemes that are bound to skew our reading of Scripture and from which postmodernity delivers us. But systematic theology does exist, and it fundamentally shapes the church’s thinking. In the context of considering the relationship between scriptural narrative and systematic theology, this suggests three functions for it.

 First, systematic theology has the task of critical reflection on the theological tradition in such a way as to tweak the latter so that it does better justice to the prominence of narrative in Scripture. 
The doctrine of Scripture itself suggests an example. Tradition has bequeathed to us a series of concepts that have shaped its formulation of Scripture’s theological status and significance, concepts such as authority, canon, inspiration, inerrancy, infallibility, and revelation. Like the concept of Trinity, none of these appear in so many words in Scripture (except for one possible reference to inspiration in 2 Tim 3:16), and their significance in theology derives from questions that have arisen over the centuries such as the problem of authority, the question about reason and revelation, and the development of historical criticism.

 This need not make the use of these concepts unjustifiable; concepts from outside Scripture might enable us to articulate Scripture’s own thinking. In practice, these concepts obscure Scripture’s own implications regarding its nature, and do this in particular with regard to the prominence of narrative in Scripture. Authority, revelation, and inspiration are not concepts well-fitted to bring out the theological status of a body of Scriptures that is dominated by narrative (they suit the Qur’an and the Book of Mormon rather better). The concepts of “witness” and “tradition” have more capacity to do this.
 The nature of scriptural narrative makes it necessary for systematic theology to reflect on matters such as the nature of narrative itself and the nature of history, on narrative interpretation and on historical criticism, and these have more capacity to help theology do that.

 Second, systematic theology has the capacity to encourage reflection in light of scriptural narrative on the church’s more everyday assumptions regarding a topic such as the nature of God’s involvement in the world and the implications of this for the practice of prayer. 
Christians commonly emphasize the omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, and timelessness of God, assume that God had a detailed plan for the world and for their lives, and reckon that God works out in history a sovereign will framed before all eternity. That is part of their implicit systematic theology. Thus prayer never really involves informing God of something that God did not know (even of our own feelings), nor does it involve overcoming God or causing God do something different from what God intended (such as show mercy when God did not intend to do so).

The understanding of God implicit in such convictions derives from the same meeting of the Christian faith with Greek thought that we considered in section 2. Such Greek thinking emphasizes that God is the great absolute, independent of the world and unaffected by constraints. Such an understanding of God could perhaps not have come to shape Christian thinking unless there had been overlapping statements in scriptural material such as the Psalms and the Epistles. On the other hand, quite different assumptions about God feature prominently in biblical narrative. Here God is committed to the achievement of certain long-term aims, and sometimes acts in history, but does not decide how most events work out in history. If sovereignty means that what happens is what God wants to happen, God is not sovereign. As we have noted, specifically God is capable of being surprised, frustrated, grieved, and angered by events, and of becoming aware of failure to realize some intent. God thus has changes of mind and tries one plan after another. In responding to events and making new plans, God consults with human beings and as a result does things that would otherwise not have happened or refrains from doing things that otherwise would have happened.

 In Christian thinking the first kind of statement about God (as omniscient and outside time) is allowed to determine an allegorical interpretation of the perspective of biblical narrative, which is not allowed to mean what it says. Like the “rule for the faith,” “doctrine provides the conceptual framework by which the scriptural narrative is interpreted.” In theory “it is not an arbitrary framework, however, but one that is suggested by that narrative.... It is to be discerned within, rather than imposed upon, that narrative.”
 In practice, in this instance, this process is short-circuited; the relationship between scriptural narrative and Christian doctrine becomes a vicious circle in which the narrative’s significance is narrowed down to what doctrine allows it to say.

 One result is that prayer that involves asking for things becomes much less significant than prayer as portrayed in biblical narrative. Indeed the relationship between God and humanity becomes much less than is portrayed in biblical narrative. We never say anything that God does not know already or anything that makes a difference to God; the relationship becomes one-sided, and in this sense it is not really a relationship at all. Biblical narrative has a dynamic understanding of humanity’s relationship with God and of humanity’s involvement in God’s purpose in the world. God acts in interaction with human activity and speech. In reflection on biblical narrative, systematic theology has the opportunity to encourage Christian thinking towards a more whole understanding of our relationship with God and of prayer’s possibilities.

 Third, systematic theology has the capacity to facilitate reflection in light of scriptural narrative on current issues.

 Recent decades have seen urgent questioning about what it means to be human in light of differences between the sexes, between races, and more recently between able-bodied people and handicapped people.
 In reflecting on what it means to be human, traditional systematic theology has commonly emphasized the notion that we are made in God’s image. The difficulty with this procedure is that “in God’s image” is an extremely opaque expression, open to our reading into it whatever we wanted to emphasize about humanity’s nature. Thus traditional systematic theology assumed that the divine image lay in human reason or morality or human capacity to have a spiritual relationship with God. One place where the image certainly did not lie was in the body, despite the fact that images are usually physical. More recently the divine image has been seen in the capacity for relationship, which suits our concern about relationship. The disadvantage of Genesis’s description of humanity as made in the divine image is that this phrase is not further explained in the context (or only allusively so). It is open to being understood in whatever way suits us.

 A more positive way to put it is to see God’s image, like God’s reign, as a symbol rather than a concept. It is thus open-ended and dynamic, a stimulus to thought as much as a constraint on thought. If the description of humanity as made in God’s image had appeared in a discursive work such as Deuteronomy or Romans, it might have been explained discursively (as happens in connection with talk of images in Deut 4). In contrast, we have noted that the nature of narrative is to “show” rather than “tell.” Placed at the beginning of the biblical narrative, the declaration that human being are made in God’s image is not to be understood as an isolated comment but neither is it simply a blank screen on which we are invited to project whatever suits us. It is to be understood in light of the narrative of whose introduction it forms part. As is the case with the word “God” itself, it is the narrative as a whole (for instance, from Genesis to Kings) that tells us what is “the image of God” and thus what it is to be human. Systematic reflection on the nature of humanity as made in God’s image needs to be reflection on this narrative, not merely reflection on this opaque but stimulating phrase. Systematic reflection on what it means to be human will involve reflection on the succeeding biblical narrative of the lives of people such as Cain and Abel, Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar, Jacob and Esau, Ruth and Naomi, Saul, David, and Jonathan. All these lives raise issues about what it means to be human that can contribute to a systematic understanding of what it means to be human. Indeed, I assume that this is partly why they are there.
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