Biblical Story and the Way it Shapes Our Story 
Christian spirituality has often emphasized the power that resides in our telling our story and hearing other people do so. This telling plays a powerful role in connection with our growth as Christians and our contributing to our brothers’ and sisters’ growth in Christ. Christian tradition has also assumed that the story the Bible itself tells is designed to make us grow, to shape the identity of the church and the individual. Pentecostals have emphasized the importance of sharing testimony as an approach to sharing in Bible study.
 They believe in a “hermeneutics of testimony.”
 In considering the power of telling our own story, not least in connection with the interpretation of Scripture, it is illuminating to reflect on the power of Scripture’s own story.
Narrative, story, history dominates Scripture. Sometimes we set “story” and “history” over against each other, as if a narrative is either factual history or “only a story,” when we put it that way, we imply that factual history is what really counts. Story is mere entertainment. I do not want to imply an antithesis of that kind between story and history. With biblical narrative in general, it is important both that it relates to events that actually happened, and that it is not a mere chronicle of happenings, but more than that; it is a narrative that brings out a message in the story and shows how it relates to its hearers. To say “story” is to say that this is not mere dry-as-dust history but a narrative with something to say to us.
The dominance of narrative, story, in Scripture is indicated by the way more than half the First Testament and more than half the New Testament is story. Although at one level Christian tradition has always recognized the importance of story, you would not guess this from the nature of Christian theology, or from the nature of much writing on Christian spirituality.
 Until story became a fashionable subject in the late twentieth century, the discursive form of theology that characterizes great works such as Thomas Aquinas’s Summa theologica, Calvin’s Institutes, or Barth’s Church Dogmatics, seemed the natural way to do proper theology. It is indeed a natural and biblical way to do theology; it takes up the discursive method of Paul. But narrative is Scripture’s more dominant way of doing theology, and it is therefore odd that subsequent Christian theology has not tended to take narrative form. It is especially odd given the fact that the reason for narrative’s dominating Scripture is itself theological. It corresponds to a fact about the content of Scripture, to a central aspect of the Christian faith. The Christian faith is not a set of timeless truths, assertions that are always true about God and us. Christian faith is a gospel, a piece of news about something God once did. Its characteristic expression takes the form not of statements such as “God is love” or “God is three and God is one” but of statements such as “God so loved the world that he gave....” The Christian faith is a narrative statement. One would therefore reckon that story would be a natural way to do theology, or to do spirituality.
My starting point suggested another, related reason why story is a natural way to do theology. Alongside the way the gospel is story-shaped is the fact that human experience itself is story-shaped. This fact underlies the significance of story to spirituality. If I want to tell you who I am, I am likely to do so by telling you something of my story. The story-shapedness of Scripture corresponds to the story-shapedness of human experience as well as the story-shapedness of the gospel itself. I imagine that all these links are more than coincidence. Scripture is story-shaped because the gospel is story-shaped; the gospel is story-shaped because human experience is story-shaped. Very likely the logic also works the other way round. If it is important to human experience that it is story-shaped, and if human beings are made in God’s image, then this points to the idea that God’s experience is story-shaped, that God lives in narrative sequence. That is how Scripture describes God. God moves from not being incarnate, to being incarnate, to knowing from the inside what it is like to be a human being. As with human beings, God has a consistent nature and in this sense an unchanging nature, but Scripture also portrays God as living in narrative sequence, as human beings do. Human experience is story-shaped because the gospel is story-shaped because in some sense God lives in narrative sequence.
 
Scripture is dominated by story and this story is designed to shape us, especially as we set our story alongside its story. How does that work?
1 Stories Told More Than Once

First, the scriptural story is a story told more than once, told in more than one way. 
A full two-fifths of the First Testament, from Genesis to Kings, comprises a mammoth single narrative running from creation via the story of Israel’s origins and triumphs to its decline and fall and its return to the Babylon whence it came. The books we may think of as separate works (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and so on) are not finally separate and self-contained works. They are more like long chapters in a very long work, or like the seasons of a long-running TV series. None is fully complete on its own. None but Genesis has a clean start, and none but 2 Kings has a clean end. We know that 2 Kings has brought the long narrative as a whole to a real end only because turning over the page at the end of 2 Kings in the English Bible, we find ourselves back at the beginning, back with Adam, in 1 Chronicles 1:1. The English Bible follows the order in the Greek Bible. In the Hebrew Bible, the order is different; over the page from 2 Kings comes Isaiah, which makes at least as clearly the point that the Bible’s great opening narrative has come to an end. Either way, Chronicles (which comes at the end of the Hebrew Bible) goes on to retell the entire story of Genesis to Kings in a new version. Following the Greek and English order, Ezra-Nehemiah (and in a sense Esther) continues that new version of the story. In the New Testament, one telling of the gospel story is succeeded by another, and another, and another, and then by a book that advertises itself as the continuation of the second of these; Acts continues Luke as Ezra-Nehemiah continues Chronicles. 
What is going on here? Why is there more than one version of the stories in both Testaments?
The two great First Testament narratives were written for the Judean community in two different contexts. In its final form, at least, the first was written for a people under God’s judgment by means of Babylon. The second was written for their descendants, when God had to some extent restored them by means of Persia. The community was in a different position in those different centuries. God needs to say different things to us according to where we are with God, and these narratives reflect this fact. The two narratives bring out different lessons from Israel’s story. They emphasize different aspects of God’s concerns and of God’s ways of relating to the people.  Whereas we can thus infer who were the audiences of those two great histories, the four Gospels do not tell us who were their equivalent targets, and the matter is a subject of scholarly speculation that will never come to final conclusions. But it is clear enough that these four retellings of the gospel story were devised to drive home its significance to people in different contexts. 

 The implication is that we need to understand the conversation between story and context in Scripture, and see how story is being related to context and how context has the capacity to bring out the significance of story. Our uncertainty about the specific context of the Gospels does not significantly hinder us in this task, because we can securely enough infer from the narratives the kind of context to which they were written, especially by comparing them with each other. Matthew tells the story for Jewish Christian readers, for instance; Matthew and Luke are both more overt than Mark in telling their story for people living after the resurrection, telling it for the church itself. The differences between the Gospels are not reason for alarm but reason for encouragement as we see God inspiring the telling of the story in different ways for different people. Their example invites us to go on to retell the First Testament and the New Testament story in such a way as to bring home the gospel to people in their own context. The church in Britain, for instance, may seem a people of God that has gone through decline and disaster like that which came on the Judean community in the sixth century. The Books of King model for us the telling of such a story in a way that owns such decline and disaster rather than hiding from it. It will own failure where there has been failure. It will recall reasons for hope that may lie not in human potential but in divine promise, in the fact that God has not finished with us. We need to tell our story not as mere history, nor as mere sociology, but as a narrative portraying what God has been doing on the way along and where God will want to take this story.
(It is a common scholarly theory, especially in the United States, that there had been a first edition of this narrative going back to the time of Jeremiah and Josiah, at the end of the sixth century. If this is so, it is a nice coincidence that the U.S. church has not reached the exile that the church in Europe has reached but is rushing towards it, like Judah in Jeremiah’s day, so that it needs to tell its first edition of such a story and invite itself to halt the rush.)
2 Stories of Individual and Community

As whole, the two great First Testament narratives are the stories of the people of God, with the stories of individuals told in the setting of that community story.
In general, the biblical story is designed to enable us to discover who we are. This involves our telling our own story, but doing so in the context of the Bible story. We find ourselves by setting ourselves in that other story. It shows us who we are and what our story means. For the early Pentecostals “by interpreting their daily life and worship in terms of the significant events of biblical history, their own lives and actions were given significance.”
 “As they name reality, testimonies speak of tragedies, of failures, of fears, of oppression and of violence. However, they offer alternative realities when placed in dialogue with the Christian story.”
 We are not limited to our own interpretation of our experiences nor left without the means of finding the meaning of our griefs. We find their meaning by setting our story alongside the scriptural story.
 The way telling our story is fashionable in Western culture means it can seem implicit that our story is self-interpreting and self-validating. The fact that things have happened to me in this way may seem to prove that my experience, self-understanding, and way of seeing things must be authentic. In reality, we tell our individual stories in light of a worldview, a “grand narrative.” A culture has an implicit understanding of what it means to be human. The Christian conviction is that the biblical story is the real “grand narrative” in whose context the short stories of our communities and our individual lives have to be set if we are to understand them aright. This does not mean simply paying attention to the sections of the biblical story that seem of evident relevance to us. That makes us the point of reference. Rather, we let the biblical story as a whole set the framework for the way we look at our story.

Our identity is both a matter of who we are individually and of who we are in the context of a community. In the two great First Testament narratives, many ordinary individuals appear. Some such as David become much more than ordinary individuals. Others such as Hannah remain ordinary individuals but turn out to have a special significance for the story of the people as a whole. Hannah, that is, suffers, prays, and receives an answer to her prayer, like many individuals, but her answer turns out to affect the whole community.  It involves the gift of a son who is the prophet who anoints Israel’s first king, and later de-anoints him and designates his successor.
British prime minister Margaret Thatcher once declared that “there is no such thing as society.” 
 More recently, social trends have suggested that soon the majority of British people will be living on their own. As happens in many areas, the United States is far ahead of Britain in this development. We think and live primarily as individuals, and we experience the sadness of that, because God designed us also to live with the fulfillment as well as the challenge and frustration of being in relationship as part of communities. The relationship into which God draws us is not merely a one-on-one relationship with a single other person but a relationship in community that means we discover how much we gain when we give up part of our individual freedom. The two great First Testament narratives portray that double reality before us. They invite us to read Scripture for its capacity to rescue us from individualism so that we see and live our individuality in the context of communities. They point us to the discovery that our formation as people takes place in relationship with other people, not in isolation from them. The narratives are there to enable us to discover who we are, individually and corporately.
The stories of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar, of Jacob and Esau, and of Joseph and his brothers are examples of stories that may help us discover ourselves. Genesis presents Abraham, for instance, as a man who believed Yahweh’s word (Gen 15:6). It also presents him as a man who was capable of behaving in ways that look very questionable (for instance, in the story of Hagar that follows that act of faith). On other occasions, it offers no clue to whether he acts in faith or simply does what Yahweh says because it is Yahweh who says so. Both Testaments invite believers to take Abraham as a clue to understanding how life works between Yahweh and Israel, and between Yahweh and the individual believer. All three features of Abraham’s story relate to that. As communities and individuals, we live in the context of God’s promise, invited to trust it. At the same time, we are reassured that it is not surprising when a church or an individual fails in relationships with other people or with God; that is how things have been since Abraham. Nor is it surprising when things are ambiguous. Church and individual are urged to consider the path of their own following to see whether it is indeed a life of faith, even when we do externally walk in the way to which God points.

3 Stories with a Plot
Both those great First Testament narratives are stories of promise, expectation, achievement, failure, and hope. You could say the same about the Gospels. They are stories with a plot. 
Admittedly the balance of these plot elements in the two narratives varies, and that again reflects their context. Genesis-Kings emphasizes hope in its earlier stages, in the promises to Israel’s ancestors. Promises are then fulfilled, and subsequently extended in God’s commitment to David and to Zion, but they are apparently undone as Israel lapses back into subordination to foreign powers, reduction in numbers, loss of territory, destruction of its sanctuary, and the deposing of its kings. Yet the story keeps reminding us of the promises, as if to say “Perhaps there could yet be life in them....”

Chronicles has a different dynamic, in some ways a more modern one. It covers the first three-quarters of the older story at breakneck speed in 1 Chronicles 1 – 9, like a video on fast-forward or the resumptive summaries at the beginning of an episode in a series. It does this just by means of a simple sequence of names; but the sequence goes beyond the point at which the main story will then start, the time of Saul, to close with the names of people who returned from Babylon on the other side of the community’s acts of sacrilege.  It thus ends up giving readers a preview of where the story will go as well as a reminder of where it has been. Sacrilege, invasion, destruction, and deportation are not to be the end. Ezra-Nehemiah continues the story, as its overlap with Chronicles makes explicit. Quite likely, to be even more modern, Chronicles is the prequel to Ezra-Nehemiah, the latter being written first. Chronicles thus invites the Second Temple community to see itself as the beneficiary of the generous mercy and faithfulness of Yahweh, though also (it must be said) of Yahweh’s continuing toughness, or at least the faithfulness (and toughness) of aides such as Zerubbabel, Ezra, and Nehemiah themselves.
The two narratives point to our telling the story of the people of God in a way that reveals its plot, reflects grace, and owns failure. 
The difference between annals and stories is that stories have plots. They have a beginning, a middle, and an end; they are going somewhere. Plots are not intrinsic to most history as experience it. Like life, history “is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”
 It is storytellers who give plots to their tales, plots that need facts but might not emerge from facts until all the facts of history are known. Their plots bet on the reality of God and the truth of God’s promise and God’s grace, and rely on suchknown facts to make their bet plausible enough to base life on. They make it possible to own sacrilege, failure, and calamity because they set these in the context of a plot that refuses them the status of having the last word. Scripture enables us to tell our story in such a way as to face the facts about our hurt and pain, and the facts about the way we thus are or feel distanced from God.
Within postmodernity there are no grand narratives. There is no universally-accepted overarching story. The biblical narratives imply an overarching story, but their actual stories are told on a smaller scale. They invite us to bet our lives on the truth of their sweeping but slightly-less-than grand-narratives, to live our lives by them and prove their truth by proving that they can be lived in. They invite us to invite other people to take the plot of promise and achievement, sacrilege and failure, mercy and grace as the plot that will one day be proved to be the grand narrative, as the plot that provides the grid for understanding the shape of their own lives, as individuals and as communities, at moments of need, achievement, guilt, and calamity. They are lives given by God’s generosity in grace and sustained by God’s promise.
4 Stories Facing Sex and Violence

Israel’s first opening great narrative incorporates a “chapter” comprising a self-contained story of sex and violence, in the Book of Judges. Judges illustrates how the heart of a story may sometimes be the many-faceted treatment of a particular theme. While Judges has a plot, its theme is at least as significant to its meaning. It thus parallels Genesis, which is arguably a story about God’s promise, and Exodus which is arguably a story about God’s presence.
 Such theme may run through a narrative. The theme may follow a trajectory, a sort of plot, so that we could not put the individual episodes in the story into a different order and leave the book unchanged in meaning. In Genesis the promise moves from bare word to certain degrees of fulfilment, though also to its imperiling as the descendants of Abraham leave the land of promise. In Exodus Yahweh is first God present acting, then God present speaking, then God present being. In Judges the stories of sex and violence work towards a horrific ending in its closing chapters that more than vindicates its concluding comment on everyone’s doing what was right in their own eyes in the absence of a state structure to constrain them in any more orderly direction.
From the beginning in this great narrative as a whole, sex and violence have been loci and expressions of human sin (Gen 4; 6), but in its account of their interweaving Judges brings the exposition of this motif to horrific highpoint. There are at least three books with the phrase “Money, Sex and Power” in the title or subtitle.
 They point to three aspects of life that make big promises, offer big temptations, and open up huge pits beneath human beings. They raise three sets of questions that need facing in human life and relationships, and thus in the shaping of people as disciples. They are the three often-unacknowledged key issues in ministerial formation and ministerial failure. Hearing and telling the story of Judges has the potential to help us come to terms with our instinct for sex and violence. Men in particular need to put this book alongside our own instincts and the facts of our own stories, and/or to let it enable us to own these, though women may also find encouragement here, not least as the nature of their own experience is so clearly recognized.
5 Stories that Show and Tell Character

With some irony, after Judges this great narrative soon becomes the story of a man who could manage the state but not his own life, the story of David, a man for whom sex and violence were indeed realms of his failure. Yet a distinguishing feature of his story is its ambiguity and complexity. Like many a biblical story, much of it is told without offering any judgment on the tale. Interpreters sometimes distinguish between stories where we are “shown” things and stories where we are “told” them. A storyteller can tell the audience that a person is brave or honorable, or can show them as honorable by describing things they do and leaving the audience to work out that this is true of them. The nature of film is to work by showing rather than telling; a story with a narrator can use the narrator to tell the audience what to think. In general, biblical stories show rather than tell. They then show a character such as David with all the complexity that attaches to human beings in real life, with the strengths and weaknesses and inconsistencies that are characteristic of real human beings. There is edification lying in the stories of saints as people who live with consistent integrity and faith. These inspire and edify. Stories of believers with the inconsistency and complexity of other human beings inspire and edify in another way. They can enable us to look into ourselves for the equivalent inconsistency and complexity, to face the oversimplifications of ourselves in which other people may indulge (and which may suit us ourselves, too), to see how far we are involved in the issues that David (for instance) was.
When Samuel-Kings does offer judgments on David, when it tells as well as shows, the problem is that there are too many of these judgments, or rather that they are too varied. David is the man after God’s own heart, who followed Yahweh with all his heart, and whose heart was wholly true to Yahweh (1 Sam 13.14; 1 Kings 14.8; 15.3). He is also the man who acted in a way that displeased Yahweh, who despised Yahweh’s word, and who utterly scorned Yahweh (2 Sam 11.27; 12.9, 14). We are confronted by ambiguity as well as by complexity, by its being unclear which of two ways to read David; and this too may help us reflect on ourselves, or encourage other people to reflect on themselves.
One way to fit together the two sets of judgments on David is to see them as one expression of an inconsistency built into his life, a tension between David as a public figure and David as a private figure. In matters of state (as general or king or patron of the temple) David was characteristically incisive, faithful, and successful. In matters of private life (as friend, husband, father) he was characteristically weak, inconsistent, and unprincipled. The trouble is that leadership and private life cannot be kept separate; they inevitably contaminate each other. David’s weakness as private human being produces weaknesses in his exercise of leadership. His story can thus encourage us to reflect on our exercise of our leadership and on the nature of our private lives, and on the interrelation of these, and to provide us with raw material for encouraging other people in that reflection.
6 A Story Facing Up to the Day of Small Things

We have noted that Genesis-Kings and Chronicles-Ezra-Nehemiah come from different contexts. The former especially speaks to people who know their own failure, and need to be helped to own it to themselves and before God. The latter speaks to people who have known God’s chastisement and restoration, yet not seen a fulfillment of God’s promises that is as splendid as they might feel they had been led to expect. They remain a small group of survivors from the days of national glory, people with a small stake in the holy place and a little sustenance there, but still subject to the authority of an alien empire. Chronicle-Ezra-Nehemiah is thus a story with an aim, that of encouraging people to perceive the grace and commitment of Yahweh in their being in a position to resume life in Jerusalem and renew the temple there (Ezra 9.8-9). 
The nature of narrative is to conceal its author, who disappears behind the story in a way that prophets may not disappear behind their prophecy. We do not know who was the author of Chronicles and in this sense we cannot know the intention of the author in telling this story. Yet the nature of this narrative is not to conceal its own intention or aim. It is designed to encourage the people of God, and it models the way our telling of the biblical story can be an encouragement to the people of God. It invites them to see God’s involvement with them in the “day of small things” (Zech 4.10) and not to miss that God’s involvement because it is not as impressive as the involvement we read of in other stories.
7 Short Stories about God’s Involvement with Individuals

The First Testament includes a number of short stories about God’s involvement in the lives of individuals. Although I deal with these last, in seeking to develop an understanding of stories there would be something to be said for starting with these short stories so that we can then move on to longer ones. Given their smaller scale, it may be easier to see in them how a story moves from problem to resolution or how plot and character interweave. They give us practice in gaining the understanding of a story as a whole that is then able to see how individual episodes fit into this whole.
One of these short stories relates how God works behind the scenes via a woman’s acts of commitment. In the Esther, Queen Vashti is a woman who cannot be pushed around at the whim of a husband even if he is a king and even if it costs her, and Esther is a woman who will use her position as Vashti’s successor to bring deliverance from a royal official who wanted to use his position to eliminate her people even if it involves her in risk. We do not exactly get inside the characters in this story, discovering what makes them work, because they function more as embodiments of types (Ahasuerus the pompous king, Vashti the feisty queen, Mordecai the successful Jew, Esther the shrewd woman, Haman the stupid man...). The story invites us to tell it so that people in positions that combine potential and vulnerability can look for God doing that in ways that correspond more directly with our own general experience of God’s activity via human initiatives and apparent happy coincidences.
Another is a story about human friendship. Ruth is a tale with three characters, and it illustrates how sometimes the way to hear and to tell a story is to focus on the characters, and to look for any indications of the way their character develops through the story. This happens to Naomi as she moves through loss and bitterness to hope and blessing. Different hearers may be able to identify more with thirty-something Ruth, or middle-aged Naomi, or lonely Boaz, and be able to look for God at work in their ordinary lives as God was in theirs. Here as in Hannah’s story, God gives their ordinary insignificant lives a place in God’s great purpose, because the child they share turns out to be King David’s grandfather. We tell the story so that people may look for God working through their relationships and through them, working out a purpose.
The First Testament’s other great short story is a tale about how not to be a prophet. There is more to the Book of Jonah than this, and that reflects the way a story may have more than one theme running through it. But if we are asking how Bible stories shape our story, especially how it shapes the story of people involved in God’s service, then the natural angle from which to consider Jonah is its being a story about a prophet who gets everything wrong: his vocation, his prayer life, and his theology. God tells him where to go, and he runs in the opposite direction. When there is a crisis and other people are praying, he is asleep. When he realizes that God is gracious and compassionate, he objects. His story has the capacity to stop us taking ourselves too seriously or taking ourselves at our face value. Like Esther, it is full of irony, a powerful and a risky feature of a story, risky because irony is easily missed as parables are easily misunderstood; but then straight statement can also easily enough be ignored. 
One way Jonah seeks to break through to its hearers is by ending with a theological question. It is the most intriguing, surprising end to a book in the First Testament, equaled in Scripture for its power in this respect only by the original ending of Mark’s Gospel (Mark 16:8). For someone concerned for the shaping of people, importance attaches to raising questions as well as to answering them, and leaving them unanswered is sometimes important if people are to own their answers. It has been said that the place for the text in a sermon is the end, so that Scripture is the last thing people hear.
 I offer the alternative observation that a biblical way to close a sermon is to ask a question and leave people to work out the answer for themselves. 
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