7 Scripture in Church: Canon and Lection
 

At the beginning of chapter 6 I noted how the Episcopal or Anglican Church, the Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran Churches, and many Reformed Churches, govern the reading of Scripture on Sundays and on weekdays by a lectionary, a list of passages that all churches will be reading. Traditionally, each denomination had its own lectionary, but in the late twentieth century “common lectionaries” became, well, common. So did revising them. Revising the lectionary could seem an esoteric and marginal enterprise until one takes account of the fact that to many ordinary church members, lectionaries “are ‘the Bible.’”
 Choosing material for reading means omitting other material, and that “makes a lectionary no less than a new canon.”
 If that is so, lectionaries really matter. Theologically, then, what should we expect of a lectionary? Behind that question stands another. What is the place of Scripture in worship? In considering that question, I comment on two lectionaries produced in the 1970s to 1990s. One was devised by the Joint Liturgical Group (representing British and Irish protestant denominations) and appears in the Church of Scotland’s Book of Common Order (1979) and the Church of England’s Alternative Service Book (1980). The other is the Revised Common Lectionary
 included in the Book of Common Worship (1993) of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and in the Church of Scotland’s Common Order (1994).
1 Scripture and Lectionary 

Scripture and lectionary form overlapping, though not concentric, circles. On one hand, use in worship will have been one cause and one result of material becoming Scripture, though we cannot say that worship was the invariable matrix of the canon or that everything that came to be Scripture was used in worship. On the other, Scripture has had a prominent place in much Christian worship, but never an exclusive one.

 The early history of the lectionary is controverted.
 For all the abundance of imaginative and attractive theories, we are not sure how Scripture was read in pre-Christian Judaism or in the Judaism of Jesus’ day, or whether the church took on a Jewish lectionary system, or whether there was a link between the production of some early Christian documents and Jewish lectionaries or their being read in worship. The very nature of Christian faith would make it unsurprising if the development of lectionaries, like that of canons and creeds, belonged to a second rather than an initial stage in its story. At the beginning, “biblical faith… was not in its own nature a scriptural religion.”
 The first Christians were close to the gospel events and their witnesses, and they neither needed nor possessed Gospels. Yet the very character of that faith made it natural that Christian faith became a biblical faith, precisely to keep in touch with those gospel events and the people who first witnessed to them. It was also natural that Christian worship became lectionary-based. Underlying the development of the Bible’s place in Christian worship there were thus theological factors concerning matters such as the nature of that faith and its intrinsic relationship to events of the first century, and arguments about the propriety of different lectionaries have to be conducted on theological rather than historical grounds. It was been said that “a new lectionary will inevitably be shaped by the two factors of tradition and contemporary need.”
 It will inevitably also be shaped by politics. I needs to be shaped by theological principle, too. 
The Christian Scriptures are a fuzzy-edged double collection of writings that emerged from the history of Israel, the early history of Judaism, the opening decades of the Christian movement, and the early centuries of catholic Christianity, a collection that by and large subsequent Christian churches have felt committed to. These Scriptures are those churches’ resource and norm for their understanding of the gospel and of the life that expresses the gospel. Their use in worship is one reflection of that commitment. Thus use in worship extends beyond their place in lectionaries; it appears, for instance, in their influence on the content of set and extempore prayers. But their place in lectionaries represents the churches’ systematic formal acceptance of that commitment. The reading of the Scriptures in worship, and the manner and extent of that reading, fulfils a role in the realm of symbol as well as in terms of specific content. It indicates a recognition that Christian faith is determined not by what we think today but by what happened back then. 
What might therefore be expected to characterize the Bible’s place in lectionaries? Characteristically, a lectionary covers the Scriptures systematically if selectively, and does so by providing two, three, or four readings for each service. One feature of the Scriptures of which this is a sign is that these Scriptures are characterized by various forms of diversity, of which the plural “Scriptures” is also a sign. A multiplicity of readings has more prospect of doing justice to that diversity. A lectionary might thus be expected to aim to make the most of its potential to harness and do justice to the Scriptures’ diversities. 
First, there is the twofold nature of the Testaments that comprise them. The Christian faith is a gospel centering on the Christ event; the Scriptures come from before Christ and after Christ. If Justin’s depiction of the church reading from the apostles and prophets
 refers to reading from Christian writings and from the Jewish Scriptures, this will evidence that the twofoldness of the Scriptures has been reflected in the church’s liturgy from an early period. 
Second, there is their manifold form. They constitute (for instance) history or story, moral instruction, reflection on human problems and experience, resources for praise and prayer, and declarations regarding the promised or threatened future. These communicate in different ways and communicate different content.
Third, there are differing balances and emphases within these genres. The history and story is concerned with what God has done and with what human beings have done. The instruction concerns the obligations of nation, church, family, and individual. The reflection balances conviction and doubt. The praise and prayer balances confidence and protest. The prophecy balances nightmares and visions.

Fourth, there is the combination of more than one form of witness to events and reflection on them. There are two accounts of the story of Israel during the monarchy in Samuel-Kings and Chronicles, and more than one account of many of the stories concerning Israel’s origins incorporated into the preceding books beginning with Genesis. There is the synoptic presentation of the story of Jesus in Matthew, Mark, and Luke and the distinctive presentation of John. There is the earlier witness of Mark and Paul and the later reflection of Matthew, Luke, John, and other Epistles. 
How are things with lectionaries? I was brought up as a Christian with split ecclesial loyalties. First thing on Sunday mornings I attended a Prayer Book Communion at my parish church, where the two readings came from the New Testament Epistles and Gospels. The centrality of the Gospel reading was signaled by the fact that we stood for it. I guess there would have been a brief homily, probably on the Gospel, though I confess I do not remember. Later on Sunday morning and in the early afternoon I sang in an Anglican cathedral choir during Morning and Evening Prayer. There a prominent place was given to the systematic singing of the Psalms and to the reading of set passages from both Testaments. The sermon would likely allude to these readings, though I think the preachers would in general grant that the greater prominence of the reading of the Scriptures in the service was paradoxically matched by a greater independence over against the specific content of the Scriptures in the preaching. On Sunday evenings I attended an independent church where each service gave a prominent place to one reading from the Scriptures, often working sequentially through a book chosen by the minister. This reading then provided the raw material for the sermon. There was no doubt that the Scriptures mattered in this liturgy, though I realize with hindsight that the reading of them was subject to ministerial whim and the whim of ecclesial tradition.

I write, then, as someone especially aware of the positive potential of the lectionary principle because of my background in a church that did not use a lectionary (and with that awareness reinforced by my periodic contemporary experiences of churches that do not use a lectionary, including the many flourishing Church of England parishes that ignore the lectionary). I also write as an Anglican who lived through much of the revision of the Church of England’s calendar and lectionary in the context of the broader revision of its forms of worship and the more far-reaching revolution represented by the triumph of the parish communion movement, the abandonment of twice-a-Sunday worship for once-a-Sunday worship, and the burgeoning growth of all-age/family worship that avoids being liturgical in the traditional sense. In addition, I write as someone whose parish church in inner-city Nottingham in England happened to be one that was asked to road-test the Revised Common Lectionary (henceforth RCL) as part of the Church of England’s asking itself whether it wished to adopt it.

2 The Two-year Lectionary 

The Church of Scotland’s Book of Common Order (1979) included the two-year lectionary developed in the 1960s by the “Joint Liturgical Group” (henceforth I refer to both the Group and its lectionary as JLG). With its revision of the calendar it was accepted by a number of other British denominations as well as appearing in the Church of England’s Alternative Service Book 1980. In the way just noted, in the Church of England Holy Communion had become the main service and most people go to church only once. Whatever is read at Holy Communion therefore constitutes the church’s Scriptures for them. The creative developments of the JLG lectionary were therefore of great importance. 
The finest of these was associated with a revision of the liturgical calendar whereby the church’s year effectively began five weeks before Advent with a season recalling creation and the story of Israel, leading neatly into the Advent season itself. The church thus lived, read, and thought through the story of creation and salvation over the nine Sundays before Christmas, beginning with Genesis and working through the outline of the story up to Christ. This draws our attention to that meta-narrative as a whole and also gives us a “creation Sunday” counterbalancing the focus on salvation history that otherwise dominates the calendar. Jürgen Moltmann called for the introduction of such a feature into the liturgical year in the context of his call for an “ecological theology.” He issued this call at the end of a century that had brought about and was beginning to witness a monumental act of de-creation, the catastrophic destruction of nature itself, of our and God’s home in the world.
 JLG had already generated that creation Sunday at the beginning of the church’s year, with the First Testament providing the “control” lection in the period that follows. 
Given that the Church of Scotland was subsequently the first British church formally to abandon JLG in Common Order, it is an irony that this creation season was a gift of the Church of Scotland to the broader church.
 From 1948 A. A. McArthur experimented with this modification of the church’s year so that it celebrated more of the Christian faith and qualified the extent to which the church’s year is primarily a Christological cycle. In the 1960s the Anglican Bishop of Knaresborough, Henry de Candole, developed the proposal into the pre-Advent structure taken up into JLG and adopted by the 1979 Scottish book and the 1980 English book.

JLG had its problems; its own treatment of the First Testament has been faulted, its treatment of the long Pentecost season leaves it bitty, and its thematic approach is half-hearted. Nevertheless it is regrettable that JLG’s strong features came to be compromised by the results of liturgical revision in Britain in resources such as Promise of His Glory
 (which ignored JLG’s principles) and then to be formally abandoned.

Liturgists had found JLG untraditional, unkerygmatic, unchristological, and unecumenical. To the first objection one might suggest that innovation should not in itself be seen as a fault. In any case, the history of the church reveals great variation in the calendar and lectionary. They neither emerged laid down from the beginning, nor developed consistently and coherently over the centuries.
 Nine Sundays before Christmas was a British innovation, but historically a defensible one given the absence of a universal tradition regarding the length and nature of the Advent season.

To the second one might first respond that the story from creation to the coming of Christ might surely be seen as kerygmatic. One might also respond by asking what is so wrong with being didactic as well as kerygmatic. Indeed, there is a fundamental point of substance here.

The Reformation led to the development of different attitudes to the reading of Scripture. In the radical reformation and the free churches lectionaries were abandoned. Within the Church of England, the Book of Common Prayer provided a scheme of Sunday worship involving Holy Communion, Morning Prayer, and Evening Prayer. It thus contains three lectionaries. The first follows a millennium’s Western practice in providing simply Epistles and Gospels. The second and third provide First Testament and New Testament lessons working through each part of the Scriptures.
 The Psalter was also to be said or sung systematically. Cranmer’s vision was of people going to all three services on Sunday as well as attending Morning and Evening Prayer during the week. In the event, the chief Sunday services became Morning and Evening Prayer. Thus whereas the normal Scripture diet in the Roman Catholic Church continued to be the epistle and gospel, in the Anglican church it was lections from each Testament that people heard read. This happened to implement even better the Cranmerian doctrine of the place of the First Testament and New Testament Scriptures and the Cranmerian vision of a teaching church.

The fact that Cranmer’s plan was unrealistic, or at least unrealized, should not be allowed to obscure the force of its theology and its vision. The flourishing of the Parish Communion movement and the move to once-a-Sunday worship have meant the revolutionary move that the reading (and preaching) of the Scriptures at the Eucharist are the only reading now shared by the congregation as a whole. The eucharist has to bear a heavier burden than it once might have done. It cannot continue to be christomonist rather than Trinitarian or kerygmatic to the exclusion of teaching.

Underlying the third objection is the conviction expressed in the Episcopal Church in the USA when it decided to follow the three-year lectionary rather than JLG that “the Church Year is a Christian Year, an epitome of the Christian era, the ‘time of Christ’ between his two advents.” It is not a “chronological review of the whole of salvation-history.”
 To put the response to objection two in another way, what distinguishes JLG at this point is not that it is inherently unkerygmatic but that it has a broader understanding of the kerygma, an understanding that is more Trinitarian and less christomonist. It is theocentric rather than christocentric.

The fundamental underlying point of substance here again relates to the fact that the three-year lectionary is in its origin and nature explicitly a eucharistic one. J. Reumann observes that there is a vital difference between a lectionary created for a service of the word and a eucharist.
 The three-year lectionary is by its nature a eucharistic lectionary.

Its basic nature goes back to its origins. The eucharistic lectionary has naturally focused on the gospel events and thus on the Gospels and the Epistles. If the First Testament features, it does so in such a way as to lead into the Gospel in some sense, in keeping with the service’s agenda. It might do so by relating the prophecy of which the Gospel relates the fulfillment, or the old standard that is replaced by the revolutionary new standard of the gospel, or the type of which the gospel brings the antitype, or the partial revelation of which the gospel brings a fuller revelation, or some piece of background or context, or a metaphoric parallel.
 Whichever it is, the agenda is set by the issues the Gospel raises, and the First Testament reading adds nothing; perhaps it was precisely this prophetic/typological hermeneutic that led to the dropping of First Testament lections from the Western lectionary.
 It was a strength of JLG that it reversed this momentum.

A fourth objection to JLG, that it was unecumenical, may seem a strange one, because its production was arguably more inherently ecumenical than the one that produced RCL; perhaps “unecumenical” is code for “not involving the Roman Catholic Church.” But ecumenicity is a desideratum that would have to be weighed against other desiderata. It is a commonplace that we do not want ecumenism to mean the acceptance of a grey lowest common denominator; I am not clear that British ecumenically-minded liturgists faced the cost of replacing JLG with its assets by RCL with its snags. No doubt one would pay the price if the other gains were significant; but I am in any case unclear why a common lectionary is reckoned to be a good idea. There must be more to it than the facilitating of attempts by local clergy in America to meet together for sermon planning.
 And in any case, the amount of permitted variation in RCL surely means that the notion of a common lectionary with its advantages has died the death of a thousand qualifications.
3 The Three-year Lectionary
JLG represents one of the two streams of lectionary revision that developed in the 1960s. A nourishing fruit of Vatican II was a desire to rework the use of Scripture in the eucharist; it was this that led to the three-year lectionary family to which RCL belongs, on which most recent work has been done in North America (twelve of the fourteen members of the task force that produced RCL are from the United States and Canada). In the process of its revision, the task force was especially concerned to be sensitive about questions of racism and anti-Semitism and to respond to criticism from liberation and feminist perspectives (though in connection with the material on women it is still possible to point to a number of coins that remain lost; one is surprised to find John 8:1-11 and 16:16-33 missing).

RCL’s great strength and great weakness is that it “accepts the cornerstone of the Roman lectionary,” the semi-continuous reading of the three synoptic gospels over a three-year period.
 The term semi-continuous denotes a lectionary that prescribes readings coming sequentially from Scripture but that is selective in that it omits some or many sections; it thus contrasts with continuous reading such as the synagogue’s reading right through the Torah and with the eclectic prescription that characterizes JLG. As I write, the past year has been “the year of Luke” and the coming year will be “the year of Matthew.” I asked some people at church whether they had noticed that the Gospel readings for the past year had worked through one Gospel, and they had not, but I am still prepared to believe that in principle such reading is A Good Thing.

Our congregation’s reaction may illustrate further how contextual features affect one’s reaction to lectionary reform, because we had been reading Luke over the summer holiday period. I recall a conversation with an Australian Anglican priest. For her the continuity through the Sundays after Pentecost was a great asset because in the southern hemisphere that is ordinary time, whereas for me the discontinuity of JLG was no great disadvantage because that is holiday time and many people go away for some time during the period.

Nevertheless RCL’s cornerstone raises a number of questions. For instance, why should the three synoptic Gospels become the canon within the canon? They have a history of being so within the Roman Catholic Church, as is illustrated by the rich development of Ignatian meditation that has paralleled the process of lectionary revision. They have traditionally had this position in the Church of England’s eucharistic lectionary. But the Church of England also has a Morning and Evening Prayer lectionary with a different dynamic, and it has arguably been more important historically because these were the services to which most people went. While JLG was ecumenical from the beginning, RCL is thus a scheme that bears the marks of its Roman Catholic origin. Why should other churches take over its principle? Within the evangelical tradition, John has been the favorite Gospel (as it is for JLG), though Romans has been the key New Testament book. Why should the Synoptics have priority over these? The assumption that might have been made in the 1960s was that the Synoptics were more or less the historical Jesus while John was pure theology, but both aspects of that antithesis are false. The Synoptics have their theology; John has its history. The fact that the first three Gospels are “synoptic,” broadly looking at Jesus from a similar angle, surely suggests that if we are to have a three-year lectionary, John should feature through one of the three years.

 The more radical question is “Why should a Gospel always control the lectionary?” Why could (say) Romans not do so? In many non-liturgical/non-lectionary protestant churches, Romans has probably had a more prominent place in reading and preaching than any Gospel. Why not? Once again, one recalls that it is not the case that the Gospels are straight history rather than later theological reflection. They are themselves narrative theological reflection, and they come from a significantly later period than a number of the Epistles.

The difficulty with RCL’s use of the synoptic Gospels is not merely that they feature so prominently in the lectionary. It is that they largely control what other parts of Scripture are read and how they are read. This is especially so with the First Testament. Its typological approach to the First Testament has been a standard critique of the three-year lectionary. RCL is pleased with what it has achieved in the process of developing the earlier versions of the three-year lectionary. It questions the typological or prophetic approach and the practice of simply omitting the First Testament, as many Western eucharistic lectionaries did, and does not want the First Testament lection to be apparently unlinked to Christian belief and prayer. (There may be a fallacy here, and if so it is a telling one. If we start from the assumption that First Testament is part of Christian belief and prayer, why is there a problem?). It allows for some optional semi-continuous reading of the First Testament broadly related to the Gospel, during the weeks after Pentecost, but it does not discuss the possibility of making the First Testament the controlling lesson for part of the year. RCL worked hard to meet criticisms of the Roman lectionary’s handling of the First Testament, but it did not go nearly far enough. There is still “a kind of nervousness throughout the Lectionary that not every problem raised by the Hebrew Scriptures may be seen as solved by the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.” 
 Not only does RCL generally use the First Testament as illustration for the Gospel. From Easter to Pentecost even the first reading comes from the New Testament and we have three New Testament lessons, Acts becoming the control reading (which in itself is reasonable enough). There is no season when the First Testament provides the control reading.

One factor that caused our congregation to be bemused by RCL was the length of its readings, or more often their shortness. Among liturgists, one of the critiques of the JLG readings is that they are too long. I presume the critique refers to their total length, since I have the impression that they average only nine or ten verses and rarely go below six or above thirteen. In RCL the readings are often either shorter or longer. Two Sundays away from when I write, the First Testament lection is Malachi 4.1-2a; blink and you have missed it. Conversely, our congregation was restive about the length of some Gospel readings. 
RCL’s own positive principles prevent its dealing with the place of the First Testament in an ultimately satisfactory way. The principle that underlies the prioritizing of the Gospels is that “it is the paschal mystery of the saving death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus that is proclaimed through the lectionary readings and the preaching of the Church.”
 The theological framework I outlined in the opening part of this paper indicates the weakness of that statement from a Reformed or Anglican perspective. It is the lectionary’s task to reflect the nature of Scripture, and Scripture has more than the paschal mystery of the saving death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus, even though that lies at its heart. A fundamental underlying point of substance here again relates to the fact that the three-year lectionary is, in its origin and nature, explicitly a Eucharistic one. RCL has adapted it partly in order to make it more suitable for a service of the Word, not least by the provision of the optional semi-continuous First Testament readings.
 But it has not changed its basic nature. One could imagine a scenario in which RCL provided the readings for eucharistic celebration but in which it was accompanied by other more broadly-based provision for other services. But we hit against that fact that nowadays for most people the “principal” service is the only service.
Making the Gospels the canon within the canon serves to make it impossible to hear anything that does not come in the Gospels. RCL’s use of the Psalms provides a spectacular example. It describes the set psalm as “a congregational response and meditation on the first reading” that as such is not intended as another reading.
 The first reading (usually but not universally from the First Testament) is itself of course usually chosen to link with the Gospel. So the Psalms can never bring their own agenda. It is surprising that RCL says that the lectionary seeks to “respect the breadth and diversity of the psalter,” while acknowledging that “the more familiar psalms are repeated occasionally.”
 On its own principles it could not be seeking to respect the Psalter’s breadth and diversity if it is at the same time letting the choice of psalms be determined by the first and thus generally by the Gospel reading.

What happens in practice is this. In RCL about 105 Psalms appear in whole or in part spread over about 352 occasions. Thus on average each psalm that does appear does so more than three times. Of the forty or so Psalms that never appear, at least thirty-two are lament or protest psalms. Now these are a form of prayer that occupies about half the Psalter, so nearly half of them never appear. In other words, the Psalter as a whole puts onto the lips of the people of God three chief ways of speaking to God (praise or worship, confession or thanksgiving, and lament or protest) and implies by its proportioning that the last of these is particularly important. RCL ignores this datum and follows the church’s customary focus (shared by JLG, indeed) on the kind of psalm with which the church has been more comfortable, ignoring the awareness that has grown over a number of years that the Psalter knew what it was doing when it invited the people of God to spend much time expressing to God their grief, hurt, anger, pain, and loneliness, so that it can be ministered to and responded to.
 In a parallel way, passages from Job appear six times in the Sunday lectionary. Only two come from the protests of Job that dominate the book, and of these one is Job 19.23-27a, the famous “I know that my redeemer lives” passage, chosen to parallel the Gospel for the day with its hopefulness (Luke 20.27-38) and carefully demarcated down to the half-verse in such a way as to exclude the expressions of pain and uncertainty that are integral to it in its context
Using RCL has made me more aware that as a preacher I had become a bit bored with the JLG lectionary; or at least, I was delighted to have some new passages surfacing. In addition, while I personally have always felt free to ignore the alleged theme that the ASB told me ran through the lections (I understand it was quite intentional that finding the page where the themes were listed was somewhat difficult, because the idea was that neither preachers nor the Scriptures themselves should be constrained by these), I understand that many preachers who were used to this thematic principle were put into a state of panic about a set of lections that lacks a theme. In itself this seems a good reason to abandon themes. On the other hand, in our urban congregation another cause of bemusedness about RCL was its abjuring of themes (most of our congregation has come into the church since 1980 when themes became normal in the Church of England’s lectionary). 
A subsequent Anglican liturgical volume, Patterns for Worship,
 included some discussion of “the Bible-reading part of our worship” that, as well as noting that many churches do not use the official lectionary provision, comments on “a reluctance to use the Old Testament, even in the Advent to Christmas period when it is the controlling reading.” It suggested that “the importance of ‘story’ should be allowed to have an effect on the way the lectionary is constructed” but then observes “glaring omissions” in the JLG Sunday lectionary of stories, such as Lot, Hagar, Ishmael, Isaac, Joseph, Moses in the bulrushes, the spies in Canaan, the fall of Jericho, Achan, Deborah, Barak, and Samson, as well as Gospel stories such as Mary and Martha, the man born blind, Jesus calming the storm, Legion, the pool of Bethesda, and the story of the rich fool. In general, JLG has been characterized as insufficiently attentive to narrative and therefore less concrete and less accessible than it might have been.
 
A three-year lectionary obviously has the capacity to do justice to a wider range of Scriptures than a two-year one. It is then a surprise to find that, granted its famous scope to read sequentially through three Gospels, the use of the Psalms is not the only instance of ways in which we are actually deprived. In keeping with Christian tradition, Genesis does better than other narrative books, but we never read God’s words of judgment on Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:16-24 or the story of Cain and Abel or most of those First Testament stories that Patterns for Worship misses from JLG. We read Genesis 1 on a Sunday only once every three years (on Trinity Sunday). Genesis thought that a patriarch passing of his wife as his sister was so important that it tells such a story three times, and a feminist psychoanalytic interpretation offers an intriguing suggestion as to the reasons;
 RCL includes none of them. It includes not one passage from Chronicles and no stories about Daniel. “The Lectionary is all but silent on the marvel of creation and the paradox of the grandeur and wretchedness of human life” (e.g., Psalms and Job, and Gen 1).
 JLG also fails at a number of such points, but it could be reworked so as to meet the points within the terms of its own principles; RCL could not.

Bryan Spinks faulted JLG for focusing on God’s goodness and avoiding God’s severity in its readings from a book such as Isaiah.
 Among passages Spinks points to, Isaiah 1:12-17 and 5:1-7 appear in RCL; Isaiah 1:2-9; 2:12-22; 3:16-26 do not (the last might now draw the ire of those who found sexism in the predecessors of RCL). Five passages from Amos 6 – 8 broaden out the one passage from Amos in the JLG lectionary. So RCL may be less inclined to offer false comfort and reassurance to modern society. On the other hand, the prophets were concerned about the affairs of the nations and gave much space to declaring God’s will regarding the peoples and international events of their day (e.g., Isa 13 – 23; Jer 46 – 51; Ezek 25 – 32). Not one of these passages appears. The encouraging side to the prophets still dominates, and specifically the passages that could be reckoned most explicitly to “point to” the New Testament. Isaiah is said to be read “intensively” in Advent in such a way as to allow it to “contextualize” itself.
 What this means is that we read Isaiah 2:1-5; 11:1-10; 35:1-10; 7:10-16 (Year A); 64:1-9; 40:1-11; 61:1-4, 8-11 (Year B). These are not a cross section of readings from Isaiah that can “contextualize themselves.” They could not be, because the choice of them is subordinated to themes from the Gospel reading. (Elsewhere, Isa 6:1-8 still appears cut off from that of which it is the introduction.) G. S. Sloyan observed with regard to the various forms of the thee-year lectionary as they existed in the 1970s, “If we assume that one of their major intents is to give Christian hearers a feel for the whole Bible, we must declare their plan a failure.” 
 The supporters of RCL would hardly agree that this was or should be one of their major intents. Whereas the lectionary for the principal service each Sunday should seek to reflect Scripture as a whole, RCL does not attempt to do so. We need a lectionary that does this by combining some of its strengths with some of those of JLG.
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