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9 Modes of Theological Reflection in the Bible

According to Gustavo Gutiérrez’s definition, theology involves “critical reflection on Christian praxis in the light of the Word.”
 There is more to be said about the nature of theology; theology is proactive as well as reactive, and its resources extend beyond Scripture even if Scripture plays a key role in it. But in so far as there is some truth in the formulation, how does such reflection on praxis or on events or on experience proceed?

In their book on supervision and pastoral care, Helping the Helpers,
 J. Foskett and D. Lyall note that reflection on experience has characteristically taken discursive, analytic form, and suggest a move to a more narrative mode in which this reflection takes the form of storytelling. Their suggestion followed the contemporary emphasis on storytelling in a number of disciplines. In the Bible, itself a manual of theological reflection, both the discursive and the narrative are prominent; nor are they the only modes in which the Bible formulates its theological thinking.

For some time attempts to express a doctrinal understanding of Scripture have been in disarray. One reason is the nature of the models that have long governed theological thinking concerning Scripture but that for the most part do not come from Scripture itself. Models such as inspiration, authority and revelation may illumine some parts of Scripture (prophecy, law, apocalypse), but they are less enlightening when applied to the whole, and none matches the nature of the most prominent and arguably most significant genre in Scripture, narra​tive. Our theological thinking about the nature of Scripture needs to begin from the distinctive nature of narrative, law, prophecy, apocalypse …

I want here to make a parallel point about the nature of theological reflection insofar as it is attempted in light of Scripture. The varied forms taken by theological reflection within the Bible itself, in epistle, wisdom, narrative, prophecy, law and psalmody, suggest a variety of complementary approaches to con​temporary theological reflection, whether in relation to commit​ments we have (Gutiérrez’s concern), to pastoral experiences (Fos​kett and Lyall’s starting point), or to questions raised by church life (as in my examples below).

1 Discursive and Narrative

We may begin with the discursive, analytic form, which appears most systematically in Paul. Paul, indeed, is the great discursive theologian in Scripture, but his systematic, analytic thinking characteristically takes the form of contextual theological reflection. This is especially apparent in I Corinthians, which takes up a series of issues in church life in Corinth such as divisions within the congregation, aspects of their sexual practice and their worship, and their eating of meat dedicated to idols. What it does is declare the fruit of reflection on these in light of a Christian understanding of creation, the story of Israel, the incarnation, the cross, the resurrection, and the future appearing of Jesus.

Contextual theological reflection is also prominent in Romans, superficially the least situational of Paul’s letters and the one that seeks to expound the eternal gospel. At the heart of the exposition and of the letter is Paul’s discussion of the place of Israel in God’s purpose: Israel’s failure on the whole to recognize Jesus as its Messiah is an inescapably urgent contextual problem for Paul. If he cannot give a satisfactory theological account of it, this event fatally undermines his gospel with its stress on the promises of God and the lasting faithfulness of God. It is for this reason that Romans 9 – 11 has such a central place in the letter. Paul has reflected on the question theologically, and done so in light of Scripture in a more formal sense than is his way in 1 Corinthians. The pocket edition of the New Jerusalem Bible normally lists in the margin scriptural references and allusions within passages, but in Romans 9 – 11 it gives up the attempt and offers only a note that these are too numerous to list. That fact reveals the prominence of Scripture in this piece of theological reflection; it was as Paul pored over the Scriptures or worked through them mentally that illumination came regarding the mysterious purpose God was implement​ing, the offering of the gospel to the nations as a result of the temporary defection of those to whom it originally belonged. In 1 Corinthians and in Romans Paul thus models a process of theological reflection that looks at contextual issues in light of the gospel and/or in light of Scripture, and does so in analytic, discursive form.

When I joined the church to which I belonged for my last decade in England, my eyebrows rose at two regular events. One took place each Sunday. As we came to the end of our worship the members of a black‑led church began to arrive for their service, which started as we talked together over refreshments in the community center downstairs. The gathering of these two separate congregations for worship and fellowship seemed a contradiction of the gospel with its talk of all ethnic groups being one in Christ.
 The other event took place each Ramadan, when the local Muslim community was allowed to use the community center for their prayers. That, too, seemed a contradiction of the gospel in the sense of a denial of New Testament declarations about people coming to the Father only via Jesus and about there being salvation through no one else. Analytic, discursive theological reflection in light of the gospel and of direct statements in Scripture seemed to put a question mark by the church’s policy. Admittedly there is more to be said, as I shall note below.

Foskett and Lyall’s suggestion regarding theological reflection was that we need to move from a discursive mode of this kind to a narrative mode. Scripture models the latter as well as the former. Genesis to Kings is an epic narrative leading in due course to the exile, and it constitutes, among other things, a tour de force of narrative theological reflection on the experience of exile. It suggests answers to urgent questions regarding why Israel came to be in exile, what hope it may be able to entertain for the future, and what response is called for to its present experience. The Books of Chronicles retell the same story as that in Genesis to Kings on a smaller scale and along different lines, because the context on which they need to reflect is different; they offer an interpretation of the situation of the postexilic community, in narrative form.

The Gospels and Acts are also works of contextual theological reflection, though we are less certain of the circumstances in which they were written. That perhaps reflects their predominant concern with the facts about Jesus and the beginnings of the Church, But they are also concerned to use these to illumine the situation of the churches to which they are written, offering theological reflection on issues such as the relationship between Jews and Christians and between the life of the synagogue and the life of the Church.

The nature of biblical narrative points to a form of theological reflection that involves telling a modern story and showing how it relates to the gospel story and the scriptural story. Part of the background to the relatively recent development of black‑led churches separate from white‑led churches in Britain is the story of the white‑led churches’ failure to welcome their brothers and sisters in Christ when they began to come to Britain in the 1950s. In her contribution to a symposium called “You have Created me Black,” Eve Pitts gives one humiliating account of this experience (humiliat​ing for a white Christian, that is, particularly one who actually lived at the time in the part of Birmingham, England, where the events took place, as I did).
 It was this kind of experience that led to the formation of black‑led Churches in Britain. But the scriptural story includes the account of the conflict and split between Paul and Barnabas that led to the development of two separate Christian mission ventures in the Mediterranean world. The first story (that of the conflict and split) makes it morally impossible for white Christians to criticize black Christians for forming separate Churches. The second story (the twin missions) gives grounds for hope that even developments that reflect the sin of the people of God can be harnessed to the purpose of God.

The Muslims who said Ramadan prayers in our community center were also people who came to Britain with grounds for expecting a different reception from the one they experienced. But the growing strength of Islam in Britain needs to be seen against a broader background that coheres with this, the scandalous fact that Islam is a consciously post‑Christian religion. Its building of the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem expressed (among other things) an understandable distaste for the Christian religion as people in the Middle East experienced it. Are the existence and the flourishing of Islam a judgment of God upon the state of Christianity? To allow Muslims to say their prayers in a community center attached to a Christian church could be a way of accepting that judgment. It might also be a step on the road of commending Christ to Muslims. Theological reflection in light of the scriptural story might also recall the mixed attitude to other religions expressed by the story told in the First Testament, which includes Abram’s openness to Melchizedek and Elisha’s indulgent stance towards Naaman (Gen 14:18‑24; 2 Kings 5:18‑19) as well as the strictness of Joshua or Ezra.

The contexts in which we do our theological reflection also offer us ways into perceiving aspects of the biblical story that we have not perceived before. I had always seen Ruth as an essentially pastoral idyll until I read it from the context of an urban priority area and realized how it mirrored life there. It is, after all, the story of a man who loses his livelihood, his home, and in due course his life, before he is even middle‑aged. It is the story of a woman who also loses her livelihood, her home, and in due course her husband, so that she is the archetypal inner‑city figure, the single parent, until she also loses her sons, and all that by the time she is in her forties (hence her understandable evaluation of the way God has treated her). It is the story of a younger woman who is the equivalent to the Sikh or Muslim girl next door, marrying cross‑culturally and cross‑religion, drawn to Naomi’s God through Naomi despite what Naomi has to say about her God, and thus reflecting how unpredictable are God’s ways of reaching into the world. It is the story of an older man who apparently has everything except a wife and family and who unexpectedly gains both.  And it is the story of a baby through whom God gives a lasting significance to four people who look totally insignificant.
2 Prophecy, Policy Making, Worship
Their editors draw attention to the fact that the Hebrew prophets were contextual theologians, by placing at the beginning of most of their books a note indicating in one form or another both the awareness that their work is of divine origin (e.g., “the vision of Isaiah ben Amoz”) and the awareness that it came into being in particular contexts (“which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah”). The prophets’ work is thus designated as theological and contextual. Their oracles presuppose both these features, on one hand affirming that “this is the word of Yahweh” and on the other commonly drawing attention to the nature of the concrete situations to which they speak.

Their theological reflection took the form of an attempt to drive Israel to face nightmares and to dream dreams. The facing of nightmares is more prominent before the exile, when the prophets are those who see that calamity is coming upon Israel and Judah, offer a theological interpretation of that calamity in terms of a divine judgment that responds to people’s failure of love for Yahweh and love for each other, and strive to persuade them to return to Yahweh before it is too late. They are people who can bring together what they can read in the newspapers, what they can see in worship and in society, and what they know from Israel’s gospel story.
 When a Bishop of Liverpool warned a British Prime Minister that calamity was imminent in his city because of the way local government was being exercised, he acted like a prophet insisting that nightmares be faced, without necessarily prescribing the detailed nature of the political action that needed to be taken.

With the exile came a transition from the facing of nightmares to the dreaming of dreams, the offering of avenues of hope for a demoralized people. Once again the prophets are confronting their people, but now with unbelievable good news. “Yahweh has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor, he has sent me to bind up the broken‑hearted,” says the Isaiah who preaches in Palestine after the exile (Isa 61:1). He sees people who are afflicted, broken in spirit, captive, imprisoned, cut off from God. His response is not to do anything or to urge anyone else to do anything, but to preach, to talk to people about freedom, grace, joy, rebuilding and pride. All he does is make promises to people, because what they need is hope. He brings good news, but news about the future, about something God is going to do. He is aware that human agencies cannot bring about freedom or grace; these are God’s gifts, and therefore there has to be preaching about them as well as action. Pending God’s action, the invitation to the people is to dream God​-given dreams (though in some contexts these may then inspire human action).

In the contexts in which we minister, hope is commonly people’s most pressing need, not least where there may seem to be no room for action. Physical and human desolation is often an obvious reality in urban areas, but the suburbs know as profound a misery issuing from people’s oppression by their wealth and their jobs, and as profound a heartbreak issuing from their experiences with their children and their marriages. Theological reflection here, too, means discerning God’s dreams.

These certainly include dreams for the Church such as are expressed in the vision of a numberless worshipping multitude in Revelation 7. These come from all ethnic, political and linguistic groups, and they offer the dream to set against the present reality of Afro‑Caribbean or African American Christian worship largely separated from Cauca​sian Christian worship, and of Muslims turning their backs on the worship of the Lamb. They also help us to see where there is some hint of fulfillment of this dream. There are occasions in urban areas when black, brown and white, young, middle‑aged and old, women and men, middle‑class, artisan and underclass, all meet for worship, and such occasions constitute anticipations of the worship of heaven and encourage the dreaming of dreams.

The prophets invite us to discern what nightmares and dreams Scripture encourages. The prophets are not particularly practical people; they are not social reformers, but the Bible does also model the translation of story and vision into policy, in the Torah. It pictures the Torah as all given by God through Moses, at Mount Sinai (in the case of Exodus and Leviticus) and in the Plains of Moab (in the case of Deuteronomy). It thus declares it to be of heavenly origin and significance. The various bodies of Torah differ from each other, however, and do so because they speak to the needs of different contexts. It is particularly clear how Deuteronomy constitutes a restatement of Yahweh’s expectations of Israel as these are expressed in Exodus 19 – 24. The Pentateuch locates this restate​ment in the Plains of Moab on the eve of the people’s actually taking up life in the promised land; historically it reflects the actual experience of life in the land and its pressures. Seen either way, Deutero​nomy is a piece of contextual theology that systematically develops the old theological idea of the covenant so that it becomes a framework for understanding the faith and life of Israel as a whole. It turns theological concepts, stories and dreams into practical policies, and models the way we may do so.

Scriptural systematics makes me insist that black and white worship together, the dreams of Scripture’s visionaries promise that they will, the stories of how things were in scriptural times cause me to make allowances for the fact that they do not yet do so and that God can cope with that fact. Yet this must not allow me to sit back content with a situation that falls short of God’s dream. Torah impels me to venture this fourth form of theological reflection that turns dreams into policies. The drastic policy would be for the white Churches to repent, close down the white‑led Churches, and ask to be admitted to the black‑led Churches. The less drastic one would be to seek in concrete ways to develop means of worshiping and working together, and to give people from ethnic minorities visible leadership roles in white‑led Churches, such as may take us nearer the realization of the dream.

Scripture’s fifth mode of theological reflection takes the form of worship. The eastern tradition, affirmed at this point by Karl Barth, reminds us that theology and doxology are one. Theology is worshipers thinking about their worship, as they must; worship is theologians turning their thought into worship, as they must. Arguably the densest theology in Scripture takes the form of worship, in the Psalms.

The Psalms, too, are a contextual theology. Their prayer issues from urgent situations of need on the part of individuals or groups, and wrestles before God with the theological questions raised by God’s acts and by God’s failure to act. Their praise issues from concrete experiences of God acting in response to such prayer, or of God speaking some word that throws new light on a situation, or of the suppliant seeing afresh some theological truth that enables a situation to be coped with. Their whole spirituality takes people through a cycle, or spiral, of theological orientation (when they know who God is, who they are, and how life works), followed by disorientation (when some contex​tual experience shatters those convictions), followed by reorientation (the attaining of some new perspective that does justice to both these earlier sets of experiences and truths).
 They are a manual of contextual theology formulated in praise and prayer. They invite us to make our worship part of our theological reflection, and our theological reflection part of our actual life with God. In light of their pattern we rejoice before God in the fact that the gospel makes one new person out of people of all races, lament before God about that not being true in experience and urge God to make it so, and glory before God in hints of its fulfillment such as are provided by the occasions described above.

People who interested in theological reflection are commonly people committed to active work in the Church and the community. They especially need to perceive how incomplete is their theological reflection issuing from activity and in activity unless it is complemented by theological reflection in the form of worship. The converse is also true. The fourth and fifth modes of theological reflection in Scripture belong together. There are congregations and ministers who are instinctively more involved in community development and ones who are instinctively more involved in worship. Each needs to see that both aspects of Christian discipleship are present in their own lives, and each needs to affirm the other emphasis as part of what the body of Christ requires.
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