Why scripture scholars and theological
ethicists need one another: Exegeting
and interpreting the Beatitudes as a
scripted script for ethical living

Author: Yiu Sing Lucas Chan

Persistent link: http://hdl.handle.net/2345/bc-ir:104293

This work is posted on eScholarship@BC,
Boston College University Libraries.

Boston College Electronic Thesis or Dissertation, 2010

Copyright is held by the author, with all rights reserved, unless otherwise noted.


http://hdl.handle.net/2345/bc-ir:104293
http://escholarship.bc.edu

Boston College
The Graduate School of Arts and Science
Department of Theology
WHY SCRIPTURE SCHOLARS AND THEOLOGICAL ETHICISTS NEED ONE
ANOTHER:

EXEGETING AND INTERPRETING THE BEATITUDES AS A SCRIPTED SCRIPT
FOR ETHICAL LIVING

a dissertation

by

YU SING LUKE (LUCAS) CHAN

submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

December 2010



© copyright by Y1U SING LUKE (LUCAS) CHAN
2010



WHY SCRIPTURE SCHOLARS AND THEOLOGICAL ETHICISTS NEED ONE
ANOTHER:
EXEGETING AND INTERPRETING THE BEATITUDES
AS A SCRIPTED SCRIPT FOR ETHICAL LIVING
Yiu Sing Luke (Lucés) Chan

Advisor: Professor James F. Keenan, SJ

For a variety of reasons, in the field of biblical ethics, Scripture scholars do not
use much ethical theory, while theological ethicists do little actual exegesis. Even those
recent attempts to bridge better Scripture with Christian ethics have either stressed the
importance of the scriptural text or the importance of ethical hermeneutics.

Throughout this entire work | advocate for a more integrated approach for a
Scripture-based Christian theological ethics. In so doing I first propose using Allen
Verhey’s distinction of Scripture as ‘scripted’ and ‘script’: The former refers to exegesis
and the latter to admonitions for ethical living. A more integrated approach will therefore
treat Scripture as both ‘scripted’ and ‘script’, taking exegesis seriously and interpreting
the text by using a sound hermeneutical framework. Subsequently, we can both acquire a
more accurate understanding of the original meaning of the text and obtain a more
complete and consistent interpretation of the text for today.

From the perspective of Christian ethics, | further suggest virtue ethics as a
worthy hermeneutical tool in treating Scripture as ‘script’. Virtue ethics complements

principle-based ethical theories by emphasizing practices and the importance of



exemplary models. It also attends to the character formation and identity of both
individuals and the moral community. Moreover, as | argue, there exists an explicit link
between Scripture and virtue. Both the biblical link and the uniqueness of virtue ethics
make it suitable as the hermeneutical tool for doing Scripture-based Christian ethics.

In order to demonstrate concretely how the methodological shift into a more
integrated scriptural ethics as such leads to actual benefits and improvements, | offer a
three-step illustration. | begin with treating the Beatitudes in Matthew 5:3-12 as first
‘scripted’; that is, I exegete the text. Then I look at the text as ‘script’ through the
hermeneutics of virtue ethics. | identify a new set of core virtues (and corresponding
practices) not just for personal formation but also for the formation of the community and
the larger society.

Third, 1 then bring the fruits of this treatment forward by exploring the possible
reception of the Beatitudes and its core virtues by the Confucian tradition.
Methodologically speaking, Confucianism goes to its own texts in its search of ethical
teachings; and Confucian ethics is primarily the fruit of careful interpretation of their
‘sacred’ texts. In other words, it is both text-based and interpretative, and shares a
common methodological approach with the Scripture-based Christian ethics proposed
here. Subsequently, we find significant parallel virtues in Confucian texts although
dissimilarities (such as worldview) exist between the two traditions.

As a whole, the proposed methodological shift into a Scripture-based Christian

ethics produces a more accurate, complete and consistent interpretation of the biblical



text for our contemporary audience and makes Christian ethics more explicable to

Confucian society and more supportive of cross-cultural dialogue with Confucian ethics.
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Introduction

Traditionally, the use of Scripture® as the sole authority for Christian ethics has
been one of the fundamental differences between Protestant and Catholic scholars. Luke
Timothy Johnson, for example, from a historical point of view, notes that “the Nicene
Creed (325 CE) has no statement about Scripture...in contrast, virtually every profession
of faith from the Reformation contained extensive statements on the authority of
Scripture over human tradition.”? Charles Curran also comments that since the time of
Patristic period the Fathers of the Church had always insisted that Scripture is not the
only source of Christian ethical wisdom and knowledge.® Curran further points out that
between the Councils of Trent and of Vatican Il Catholic moral theology was separated
from dogmatic and spiritual theology, human reason was the primary source of moral
wisdom, and Scripture was often used by manualists in an uncritical way primarily as
proof texts.* These manualists perceived the goal of training priests as simply “judges in
the sacrament of penance, with an accompanying minimalistic and legalistic approach
concerned primarily with sinfulness of particular acts.” They usually began their

argument “from the magisterial teaching then in place, and worked backward to illustrate

1 In this work, the term Scripture’ is used interchangeably with ‘Bible’ and is referred to those writings
that the Church has declared to be her canon.

Z Luke Timothy Johnson, “The Bible’s Authority for and in the Church,” in Engaging Biblical Authority:
Perspectives on the Bible as Scripture, ed. William P. Brown (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2007), 62.

® Charles E. Curran, “The Role and Function of the Scriptures in Moral Theology,” in Readings in Moral
Theology No.4. The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology, ed. Charles Curran and Richard McCormick (New
York: Paulist Press, 1984), 179.

* Ibid., 180; Charles E. Curran, The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis (Washington, DC:
Georgetown University Press, 1999), 49.

® Curran, “The Role and Function of the Scriptures in Moral Theology,” 180.



how [a] particular doctrine was originally expressed in Scripture and then how [it] was
subsequently developed.” Scripture was thus used “primarily as a source for proof-
texts...and simply marshaled to ‘confirm’ or embellish an argument or moral judgment.””’
A concrete example is Gerald Kelly’s use of the story of Onan in his 1950s book Medico-
Morals. As Richard Gula comments, “Only after these forms of arguments [i.e., natural
law and papal teaching] have been used does he then turn uncritically to the evidence of
scripture in Onan’s story of Genesis 38:8-10 to give biblical warrants for prohibition.”

During the 17" and 18" centuries, as noted by Curran, there was a call for a more
biblical approach to moral theology although “the attempts along this line failed because
they were entwined in the polemic of the rigorists and probabiliorists against the laxists
and probabilists.”® And since the middle of the twentieth century, it is observed that
Catholic theologians began to “catch up’.*® Writing in 1953, Philippe Delhaye, for
example, called for a “more positive science of moral based on Scripture and
Tradition.”™* Around the same time, famous Roman Catholic manualist, Bernard Haring,
as Curran recalls, also proposed a more biblically centered approach in his
groundbreaking work on moral theology, The Law of Christ."

Nevertheless, the impact of the Second Vatican Council on integrating Scripture

and moral theology needs to be recognized. In fact, in light of this Council, many

® James T. Bretzke, A Morally Complex World. Engaging Contemporary Moral Theology (Collegeville,
MN: Liturgical Press, 2004), 19.

" Ibid..

® Richard M. Gula, Reason Informed by Faith: Foundations of Catholic Morality (New York: Paulist Press,
1989), 116.

® Curran, “The Role and Function of the Scriptures in Moral Theology,” 180.

19 Bretzke, A Morally Complex World, 90.

1 John C. Ford and Gerald Kelly, Contemporary Moral Theology, vol. 1, Questions in Fundamental Moral
Theology (Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 1964), 47-48.

12 Curran, The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis, 49.



Catholic moral theologians quoted the following statement to demonstrate the
Magisterium’s effort to emphasize the biblical-theological foundations of Catholic moral
theology:*®

Special care should be given to the perfecting of moral theology.

Its scientific presentation should draw more fully on the teaching

of Holy Scripture...™* (Optatam Totius 16)

The late Catholic ethicist William Spohn thus comments that the Vatican
statement was welcomed by both Scripture scholars and theological ethicists within
Catholic circles and, as a result, a Scripture-based Christian ethics began to develop
among these theologians with a growing view that “exegesis has an ethical direction that
needs to be acknowledged...”*

And over forty years after the publication of this document, the Pontifical Biblical
Commission publishes a new document entitled The Bible and Morality: Biblical Roots
of Christian Conduct.'® Rooted in the spirit of Vatican 11, it aims at situating Christian
morality in the larger context of biblical morality and of anthropology; and showing that
the Bible does provide some methodological criteria for moral progress.*” In other words,

the Commission is concerned with a Scripture-based morality, and stresses that

methodological criteria are necessary in order to allow us to refer to Scripture in moral

3 Daniel J. Harrington and James F. Keenan, Jesus and Virtue Ethics. Building Bridges between New
Testament Studies and Moral Theology (Lahtham, MD: Sheed & Ward, 2002), xiii.

Y vatican 11, Optatam Totius, October 1965,
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-

ii_decree 19651028 optatam-totius_en.html (accessed April 16, 2009).

> William C. Spohn, “Scripture,” in The Oxford Handbook of Theological Ethics, eds. Gilbert Meilaender
and William Werpehowski (London: Oxford University Press, 2005), 93.

18 pontifical Biblical Commission, The Bible and Morality: Biblical Roots of Christian Conduct (Vatican:
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2008).

Y Ibid., 12.



http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651028_optatam-totius_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651028_optatam-totius_en.html

issues.'® Two subsequent fundamental criteria for judging moral actions are thus
proposed, namely, the conformity with the biblical concept of human beings and
conformity with the example of Jesus. The Decalogue (Exodus 20: 2-17) and the
Beatitudes from the Gospel of Matthew (5:1-12) are chosen to illustrate these two criteria,
based on the conviction that they are the characteristic expressions of biblical morality
found in the Old and New Testaments respectively, and the latter radicalizes the values
promoted by the former.*®

Still, the two branches, Scripture and moral theology, as Daniel Harrington rightly
observes, continue to operate separately without much cooperation, and that the
integration of Scripture and theological ethics is far from satisfactory: Moral theologians
do not read much what biblical scholars write while few biblical scholars have interest in
conversing with moral theologians.”® Thomas Ogletree of Yale University, however,
perceives the gap as “not an indication of a lack of interest in substantive exchanges
between the two specialties” but rather as “a function of a growing complexity in the two
fields” in terms of materials treated and methodologies devised.?* Ogletree explains that
it is difficult enough for a Christian ethics specialist to be lively connected with
theological foundations of ethics, “let alone to assess the respective merits of tradition
criticism, redaction criticism, and literary criticism in the study of biblical texts.”?

Robert Daly and others further comment that “not all Christians who are doing ethics are

'8 1bid., 130.

¥ 1bid., 132, 138.

% Harrington and Keenan, 13.

! Thomas W. Ogletree, The Use of the Bible in Christian Ethics: A Constructive Essay (Philadelphia, PA:
Fortress, 1983), xi.

% bid..



even attempting, let alone succeeding, to integrate the Bible into their work;” hence they
conclude that Christian biblical ethicists are those “who are at home not just in biblical
studies but in practically all the other theological sciences as well.”?*

Such growing complexity in the two fields points to the concrete issues of training
and communication that lead to the limited influence of Scripture on moral theology.
With regards to training in each other’s field, James Gustafson rightly observes, “Those
who are specialists in ethics generally lack the intensive and proper training in biblical
studies, and those who are specialists in biblical studies often lack sophistication in
ethical thought.”** Regarding the lack of communication Canadian Jesuit Edouard Hamel
points out that both Christian ethicists and Scripture scholars are responsible: On the one
hand, moralists (and the magisterium) were preoccupied with natural law; on the other
hand, biblical scholars “had not as yet demonstrated to the moralists the possibilities for
using Scripture in moral theology.”? Paulinus Ikechukwu Odozor, for instance, recalls
the frustration of the late Richard McCormick, S.J., one of the moral theologians who
have enthusiastically embraced the Vatican’s call for a more scripturally informed moral
theology: “I try to keep in dialogue with Scripture scholars....However, I’ve found some

Scripture scholars frustrating...They’re not telling us everything they know!”?® Another

concrete example is cited by biblical scholar Pheme Perkins who recalls that her

23 Robert J. Daly, James A. Fisher, Terence J. Keegan, and Anthony J. Tambasco, Christian Biblical Ethics:
From Biblical Revelation to Contemporary Christian Praxis (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 114.

 James M. Gustafson, “The Place of Scripture in Christian Ethics: A Methodological Study”
Interpretation, 24, no. 4 (October 1970): 430.

® BEdouard Hamel, “Scripture, the Soul of Moral Theology?” in Curran and McCormick, Readings in Moral
Theology, 120-21.

% paulinus Ikechukwu Odozor, Moral Theology in an Age of Renewal (Notre Dame, IN: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2003), 159-60.



colleague at Boston College, ethicist Lisa Sowle Cahill, upon knowing her new project,
has persistently asked her to “make all this New Testament exegesis available for the
reflection of the Christian ethicist.”?’ Perkins thus admits that “exegetes all need to be
blasted out of the ‘biblical world’ occasionally!”?®

McCormick’s frustration, as Odozor understands, apart from the possible
reluctance of biblical scholars to move from their biblical world, is due to the
disagreements about “the authorization for moving from Scripture to moral norms.”* In
other words, “there is no general agreement about exactly how the Bible should be used
in a systematic moral theology.”™

Another related issue, as identified by Daly and others, is the problem of language
in interdisciplinary exercise. By using the discussion of the normativity of the Bible and
the subsequent use of terms like norms and parenesis as an example, they point out that
“exegetes and ethicists neither speak the same language nor operate in the same
conceptual world. More often than not, exegetes and ethicists simply talk past each
other.”!

Despite full awareness of these concrete difficulties and the gap between the two

fields, Ogletree insists that fruitful connections between the two fields need to be

developed, for such development can only enrich and deepen both.*? He rightly says,

%" pheme Perkins, Love Commands in the New Testament (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), A Note to the
Reader.

% Ipid..

 Odozor, Moral Theology in an Age of Renewal, 160.

% Charles E. Curran, and Richard A. McCormick, eds., Readings in Moral Theology No.4. The Use of
Scripture in Moral Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), vii.

*! Daly, James A. Fisher, Terence J. Keegan, and Anthony J. Tambasco, 74.

%2 Ogletree, The Use of the Bible in Christian Ethics: A Constructive Essay, Xii-xiii.



“Biblical studies cannot retain their pertinence if they are unable to inform contemporary
questions about the good life...Christian ethics soon loses its distinctive power if it cuts
itself off from its biblical foundations.”*® In concrete terms, Ogletree notes that, for
example, form and tradition-historical criticisms of the biblical scholarship “permit us to
thematize and bring explicitly into view” the social, economic, and political foundations
of our worldly experience, and hence help appropriate biblical understandings into
Christian ethics.**

Perkins, from the viewpoint of biblical scholarship, likewise comments that both
exegetes and ethicists are needed “since one must not only have an appropriate image of
the first century but also an image of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.”*® Catholic
biblical scholar Sandra Schneiders, though not addressing ethicists in particular, takes a
step further to call for greater responsibilities on the part of biblical scholars to attend to
the contemporary meaning of the text, and invites theologians to “become sufficiently
able in the biblical disciplines that they can enter into the process of interpretation of the
biblical scholars and not just pick up the latters’ conclusions.”*®

These illuminating insights of the 1980s regarding the development of a genuine
integration between biblical studies and moral theology are best summarized in the words

of Harrington and Catholic ethicist James Keenan: “What is needed especially is

cooperation at the level of interpretation or hermeneutics. Biblical scholars must try to

* bid., xii.

** bid., 6, 10.

* Pheme Perkins, “New Testament Ethics: Questions and Contexts,” Religious Studies Review 10 (October
1984): 325.

% Sandra M. Schneiders, “From Exegesis to Hermeneutics: The Problem of the Contemporary Meaning of
Scripture,” Horizons: Journal of the College Theology Society 8 (Spring 1981): 39.



learn the language and conceptuality of moral theology, and moral theologians need to
learn the language and conceptuality of biblical studies (exegesis and biblical theology).
Such cooperation can help rescue biblical exegesis from falling into antiquarianism and
irrelevancy, and can at the same time help to enrich and enliven moral theology precisely
as a Christian theological discipline.”’

Since the 1980s we began to see different attempts among scholars to better
bridge Scripture with Christian ethics. Still, the progress within academics has been slow.
For instance, in the past two decades, the Society of Christian Ethics and the Society of
Biblical Literature published fewer than fifteen and twenty related articles and essays
respectively in their journals.®® Even though both societies set up unit/interest groups in
the annual conference to study both the relationship between Scripture and ethics and
how biblical interpretation and hermeneutics intersect with the concerns of ethics and
engage in interdisciplinary conversations, concrete measures to integrate the two fields
are still needed to be done.

However, some of these scholars have taken the challenge a step further and work
hand in hand with colleagues of the other field. One of the earlier joint efforts is biblical

scholar Bruce C. Birch and Christian ethicist Larry L. Rasmussen’s co-authored work

Bible and Ethics in Christian Life, first published in 1976 and later revised in 1988. In

" Harrington and Keenan, 13.

% See http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/resultsadvanced?vid=34&hid=5&sid=768eada4-39f3-417e-9d86-
0943f0811de7%40sessionmgr4&bguery=(SO+(society+of+christian+ethics))+and+(scripture)&bdata=JmR
iPW9haCZkYjlyZmgmZGIl9dmFoJmRiPXJ2aCZkYjlgcGgmZGI9cGhsInR5cGUIMSZzaXRIPWVob3N
OLWxpdmU%3d;

http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/resultsadvanced?vid=17 &hid=5&sid=768eada4-39f3-417e-9d86-
0943f0811de7%40sessionmgrd&bguery=(SO+(journal+of+biblical+literature))+and+(SU+(ethics))&bdata
=JmRiPW9haCZKYjlyZmgmZGI9dmFoJmRiPXJ2aCZkYj1lgcGgmZG19cGhsJnR5cGUIMSZzaXRIPWV
ob3NOLWxpdmU%3d (accessed on September 11, 2009).
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this work they attempt to “bridge the gap between biblical studies and Christian ethics”
and to “address the relationship of Scripture and ethics.”* Birch and Rasmussen point
out that both Christian ethics and biblical scholarship “are called upon most directly to
aid the faith community in traversing the distance between the primal documents of the
faith—its Scriptures—and expressions of the faith in daily life.”*® Although their pioneer
work is primarily a book about moral life—especially about character formation, virtue
and moral agency—and only the last two chapters (excluding the concluding chapter) are
dedicated to the discussion of the role of the Bible in moral life, what is most valuable in
their attempt is the methodological proposal that encourages interdisciplinary work.*

A more recent attempt along this direction is the works of Harrington and
Keenan.*? They have been trying to build a bridge between the two camps through their
joint writings and teaching in the past decade. Both Harrington and Keenan are interested
in listening to what the other says and try to accommodate what is heard into their own
framework and reflection. In their co-authored book Jesus and Virtue Ethics Harrington
and Keenan set out a common framework that is built upon certain ethical themes:

Harrington offers his insights from the biblical exegetical perspective that is normally

¥ Bruce C. Birch, and Larry L. Rasmussen, Bible and Ethics in Christian Life, rev. ed. (Minneapolis, MN:
Augsburg, 1989), 7-8.

“Ibid., 10.

“! 1bid., 9-10, 141-88.

%2 In fact, Spohn had been in team teaching with New Testament scholar John R. Donahue four times since
the 80s. They taught five courses on New Testament and Ethics. See William C. Spohn “Teaching
Scripture and Ethics” Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics (1990): 277. However, their approach was
quite different from that of Harrington and Keenan. For instance, in their “The New Testament and
Christian Ethics” course offered in 1990, they began with a canonical description of New Testament ethics
and then discussed the various interpretive methods employed by contemporary theologians. In other words,
they were not engaged in demonstrating how biblical scholarship and ethical reflection are interacted in
concrete situation. See John R. Donahue and William C. Spohn, “The New Testament and Christian
Ethics” (NTCE 4301 syllabus, Jesuit School of Theology at Berkeley, Berkeley, CA, Spring 1990)



followed by Keenan’s moral theological reflections. For instance, in the theme of ‘love as
the primary virtue,” Harrington first offers an exposition on the love of God and neighbor
in Matthew 22:34-40; it is then followed by Keenan’s reflection on the primacy of charity
proposed by Gerard Gilleman.*® At the time of writing this work, they have co-taught
‘Paul and Virtue Ethics’ a couple of times and a corresponding book will be published in
near future. These projects illuminate their commitment to bridging the gap and better
integrating Scripture and Christian ethics.

However, the joint effort of Harrington and Keenan remains experimental. While
acknowledging that some other Scripture scholars and theological ethicists have also
shown similar efforts from their own individual works, this work aims at advancing a
more integrated scriptural ethics that is built upon the fruit of these theologians. In simple
terms, theological ethicists need to build upon the works/findings of Scripture scholars
and vice versa. Subsequently, the first and primary purpose of this work is a
methodological one, though 1 also will be doing textual studies. | will first examine the
fundamental presuppositions of some of the major contributors in the area of scriptural
ethics in the past twenty five years: Those from biblical theology and those from
theological ethics. The purpose is to ground my work on concrete developments within
the disciplines concerned. | believe that only through careful observation of the
contributions and limitations of these scholars that we can identify specific

methodological insights that will rightfully shape the future of a Scripture-based ethics.

* Harrington and Keenan, 77ff.
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Moreover, in order to be comprehensive and culturally sensitive, the authors I
choose are not only the most important and influential in their field but also that some of
them are specifically aware of the relevance of local culture as well as the significance of
contemporary theologies. Such diversity is important to our investigation: The diverse
backgrounds among these selected scholars reflect the reality of social change within the
disciplines—we note that women, non European, and Third World international figures
begin to come into play. This social change signifies the shift of our theological concerns
from not just personal guidance to communal practices but more importantly, from
communal to the global awareness as well. The latter in turn becomes a means to engage
in dialogue with one’s own background.

Still, here | must note a caveat: This is a study from the vantage point of
theological ethics and not—primarily—Dbiblical studies or Scripture. | am writing as a
Catholic theological ethicist who does ethics by working with scriptural texts. As Leslie
Houlden rightly notes, New Testament ethics is often “studied in connection with moral
theology rather than New Testament studies” although this hints that at times it poses
difficulty in finding a way to understand New Testament’s ethical teaching without doing
violence to the insights and methods of New Testament study. *

Finally, I am from Hong Kong, a place deeply affected by Confucianism. Our
ethical values are usually taught and acquired by referring to particular texts. Throughout
my work, in arguing for greater attentiveness to scriptural texts, | am sure that my own

Confucian background prompts me in this direction. For this reason, at the end of the

% J. Leslie Houlden, Ethics and the New Testament, rev. ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992), introduction.
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work | return to my background and ask if scriptural texts are constitutive of a Catholic
theological ethics, and if Confucian texts are constitutive of a Confucian ethics, then

doing a cross-cultural ethics begins not with analogous generalities but very specific texts.

The Structure of the Work

Part One deals with current attempts at constructing Scripture-based ethics. In the
first chapter, I will offer an overview of the tasks of biblical scholars and theological
ethicists in relation to Scripture and ethics. The subsequent two chapters will review
some current attempts by contemporary Scripture scholars and theological ethicists at
constructing scriptural ethics. Using Verhey’s terminology, Scripture is both ‘script” and
‘scripted’: * As ‘script’, it means that Scripture is like a script to be performed by an
actor and the performance itself becomes the interpretation of the script. In the context of
a Christian community, Scripture directs us to what is repeatedly performed and practiced,
especially in the community’s worship and ethics. Thus its focal point lies on the
performance/practices and characters of the community. As ‘scripted’, it means that
Scripture is a written text produced at a particular time by certain writers; it is an object
to the readers and its focal point is the text itself. Therefore, the exegetical work of
scriptural ethics pertains to the scripted text; while the interpretative work emerges from
the text as a script. Nevertheless, Scripture scholars and theological ethicists, within their

own expertise, employ different methodologies and approaches in their attempts to deal

** Allen Verhey, “Scripture as Script and as Scripted: The Beatitudes,” in Character Ethics and the New
Testament: Moral Dimensions of Scripture, ed. Robert L. Brawley (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox, 2007), 19-25.
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with Scripture and ethics. Three Scripture scholars from Europe and North America are
important to examine: Wolfgang Schrage, Richard Hays and Frank Matera. Apart from
these three major New Testament ethics scholars, feminist and non-western scripture
scholars also attempt to study ethics in Scripture from their specific context and
perspective. Two of them to be reviewed are Sandra Schneiders and Rasiah Sugirtharajah.
In the case of theological ethics, | will similarly look at the works of some major
Christian ethicists who are representatives of their own contexts and perspectives, namely,
post Vatican Il manualist Bernard Héring, liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez,
feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether, and the late Catholic ethicist William
Spohn.

In sum, the above attempts by these Scripture scholars and theological ethicists
are innovative in their own regards. But do they pay enough attention to the importance
of the scriptural text and the importance of the hermeneutics of ethics at the same time?
Thus, in the last chapter of this first part, | will explore the works of Scripture scholar
Richard Burridge and ethicist Allen VVerhey, who seem to have demonstrated certain
balance in their own investigations and point in the right direction in constructing a more
integrated scriptural ethics that attends to both the importance of the text and the
hermeneutics of ethics.

| have argued that any interpretation of exegeted texts requires an ethical
framework for bringing our findings to ethical expression. For me a hermeneutics of
virtue ethics seems a very worthy method. Why? First, in the past few decades, virtue

ethics began to resurge and has become a prominent alternative to principle-based
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ethics.*® Alasdair Mclntyre, one of the most influential figures in advocating virtue ethics,
even perceives its resurgence as a reaction against the post-World War Il moral
philosophy.*’ It departs from principle-based ethics in that it deals with the character of
individuals and their communities, and the practices that both develop those
characteristics and in turn express them.*® Second, as ethicists like Spohn explain, it is a
matter of necessity to select one form of ethics, for it is not possible to explore Christian
moral life without it being built upon some form of moral philosophy.*® By comparison
with other approaches to ethics, virtue ethics is one of the oldest approaches and provides,
| believe, a very appropriate avenue to approach Scripture. Thus, in Part Two | first
review the hermeneutics of virtue ethics, with special attention to its development and
revival, its contemporary understanding, and the yields of virtue, especially 1) character
formation, 2) practices, 3) exemplar, and 4) community and communal identity. Within
the theological context, Christian virtue ethicists remind us that such formation and
transformation of character is effected by grace. We rely on God’s grace so as to make
our effort and moral growth possible.”® Therefore, the role of the Holy Spirit and grace
will be discussed briefly.

In the second half of this part, I will look at how two virtue ethicists read the

Scriptures through their hermeneutics of virtue ethics. The first virtue ethicist is

“ Edmund Pellegrino and David Thomasma, The Christian Virtues in Medical Practice (Washington DC:
Georgetown University Press, 1996), 14-15.

" 1bid., 15. Pellegrino and Thomasma cite Alasdair Mclntyre, “The Return to Virtue Ethics,” in The
Twenty-Fifth Anniversary of Vatican Il: A Look Back and a Look Ahead, ed. Russell Smith (Braintree, MA:
Pope John Center, 1990), 239-49.

“® Ibid., 15.

** William C. Spohn, Go and Do Likewise: Jesus and Ethics (New York: Continuum, 2000), 27-28.

% Joseph J. Kotva, The Christian Case for Virtue Ethics (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press,
1996), 169.
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Mennonite Joseph Kotva who has made a Christian case for virtue ethics. Kotva
establishes a link between the New Testament and virtue theory by pointing out that a
virtue perspective allows us to “see the Bible’s collections of rules as encapsulating the
guidance and wisdom of some who went before us in faith.”>* Such perspective also
helps to identify how the Scriptures can be useful for shaping our understanding of the
human good, of our community and of the appropriate virtues that would foster both.>?
The second ethicist to be explored is Spohn who offered his attempts to integrate
Scripture and ethics through a hermeneutic of virtue ethics. For Spohn, ethics is a means
to Christian transformation. Scripture as a whole is the story of a people called and led by
God to be a distinctive community and a particular sort of person.® Thus, the story of
Jesus in the New Testament is perceived as a paradigm for moral perception, disposition
and identity, and a means to guide how we act and form “who we are in the community
of faith.”®* In other words, Spohn understands the Scriptures as offering more than
specific moral rules but “shap[ing] the dispositions and identity of Christians.”® As a
result, Spohn argues that the New Testament should converge with both virtue ethics and
spirituality so as to shape Christian ethics. In sum, Spohn points out that the New
Testament “gives content to the formal patterns of virtue ethics” by spelling out concrete

transformative habits.>®

%1 |bid.,173.

%2 hid..

>3 Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 12-13.
* 1hid., 2.

% |bid., 3.

% 1bid., 22.
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In Part Three | aim at demonstrating a more integrated Scripture-based
theological ethics in the concrete. In doing so, | will exegete the scriptural text of the
Beatitudes in Matthew 5 and then through a hermeneutic of virtue ethics interpret the text
for Christian moral living. The choice of the Beatitudes in Matthew 5 is primarily based
on three reasons. First, it is a matter of popularity. In his Scripture and Ethics: Twentieth-
Century Portraits Jeffrey Siker observes that many of those theological ethicists who are
representative in the field, from H. Richard Niebuhr to Stanley Hauerwas, from liberation
theologians to feminist theologians, or from Catholic to ethnic theologians, employ the
Sermon on the Mount in their writings.>” As we will note later, almost all biblical
scholars and theological ethicists surveyed in chapters Two and Three treat the
Matthew’s version of the Sermon and the Beatitudes in one way or another. Therefore,
their unique ways of understanding and using the text will be briefly explored.

This popularity points to the second reason of my choice: The importance of the
Beatitudes in theological ethics, and virtue ethics in particular. Curran, for instance, notes
that the Sermon on the Mount is generally understood by many as “either an ideal or a
realizable morality for life in this world.”®® Within the discipline of biblical scholarship,
the contemporary and growing use of social historical criticism helps us to recognize that

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and the Beatitudes in particular concerns not only the

> See Jeffrey S. Siker, Scripture and Ethics. Twentieth-Century Portraits (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997). In the latest three issues of Studies in Christian Ethics, for instance, over 12 articles are
written on the Sermon on the Mount. See Studies in Christian Ethics 22, no. 1-3 (2009).

%8 Curran, The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis, 51-52. Curran cites Siker, 203-10. Dr. Susan
Parsons, the editor of Studies in Christian Ethics, also points out that in recent years many theological
ethicists are interested in seeing “how [the Sermon] might come alive once more in teaching the discipline
of Christian ethics.” The U.K. based Society for the Study of Christian Ethics, for instance, thus made the
Sermon on the Mount the theme of their 2008 Annual Conference, and subsequently dedicated two issues
of their journal on this theme. See Susan F. Parsons, “Editorial,” Studies in Christian Ethics 22, no. 1
(2009): 6.
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individual moral life but also the relevance of communities of discipleship as well as
social justice. All these are important to the quest for the meaning of the kingdom of
God—which is the presupposition of our entire Christian life. In addition, the Beatitudes
is often understood by ethicists as a source for discussion of Christian virtues demanded
by Jesus Christ. As seen above, even the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s latest
document, though it rejects the reduction of morality into a sum of virtues, still it
perceives the Beatitudes as a significant characteristic expression of biblical morality
found in the New Testament and specially stresses the fundamental dispositions and
virtues found in them.>®

Third, being a Catholic of a Confucian Chinese society where prosperity is crucial
to the life of its people, I note that the whole concept and saying of ‘blessed’ in Matthew
5 could be a platform for engaging dialogue between Christianity and Confucianism.

From the standpoint of a virtue ethicist, | note that the Beatitudes has been
approached by theologians and ethicists of the past and present in different ways. Still,
most of them are more interested in the interpretation than the text itself and seem to treat
the Beatitudes more as ‘script’ than ‘scripted’ (or as ‘script’ alone). A more integrated
approach proposed here, however, treats the Beatitudes as ‘scripted script’. Therefore, the
main focus of this chapter is to exegete and to interpret the Beatitudes using the latter
approach. In doing so, | first offer an exegesis of the text with the help of contemporary
biblical scholars from both Catholic and Protestant circles. What follows the exegesis is

the interpretation of the exegeted text through the hermeneutics of virtue ethics, focusing

% pontifical Biblical Commission, 13-14, 70-71.
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on issues of character formation, practices, exemplar, and community, and adopting the
three foundational questions (based on the threefold structure of contemporary virtue
theory) as the basis.

So far | have focused on the methodological argument for a more integrated
scriptural ethics. Still, how does it lead to actual benefits and improvements? In this last
part, | would like to see if a more integrated scriptural ethics—a virtue ethics that
understands Scripture as ‘scripted script’—as such can be helpful to make Christian
ethics more explicable to Confucian society and more supportive of cross-cultural
dialogue with Confucian ethics. For while | am interested in bridging the gap between
Scripture and theological ethics, being a Christian ethicist from a Confucian society, | am
also interested in bringing Christian ethics and Confucian ethics closer to each other. In a
Confucian society like Hong Kong where Christianity and Confucianism encounter each
other in many different ways, if similarities or congruence—beyond the level of
practice—are found between their ethical systems, it can further enrich the understanding
of the ethics of the other.

Therefore, by way of demonstration, I will explore how the Beatitudes as
‘scripted script’ can be similar to specific Confucian texts, especially the writings of
classical Confucian thinkers like Confucius, Mencius and Xunzi. It is because,
methodologically speaking, Confucianism goes to the texts in its search of ethical
teachings, for the core values of Confucian tradition are embodied in their ‘sacred’ texts.
That means, Confucian ethics is primarily the fruit of careful interpretation of their

‘sacred’ texts. Therefore, whenever Confucians encounter another tradition, they are first
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interested in the texts from that tradition. In so doing, | will explore the conception of
virtue found in these classical writings. Based on the ‘sacred’ texts of these classical
Confucian figures, I will explore the possible Confucian understanding of certain key
ideas fundamental to the Beatitudes so as to provide a platform for the discussion of
Confucian engagement of the Beatitudes. These key ideas include ‘next life’, ‘rewards’,
and ‘blessed’. Then, in concrete terms, | explore how the Beatitudes as ‘scripted script’
can be comparable to Confucian texts and what precautions should be noted.

In sum, from the exploration of the Confucian understanding of virtues, we may
expect to find a possible connection between Confucian ethics and Christian virtue ethics.
In fact, not a few contemporary theological ethicists have begun to draw comparisons
between major Confucian figures and patristic and scholastic virtue ethicists. However,
comparative work by Christian ethicists generally goes to ‘script’ treatment of Christian
and Confucian ethics and often ignores the texts. But comparative work needs to be both
text-based and interpretative. Thus, I am convinced that a more integrated Scripture-
based theological ethics as proposed in the previous chapters can further reinforce this
connection. Moreover, by examining certain key ideas that ground the Beatitudes but that
appear also in the Confucian context, | hope to provide an opportunity to demonstrate the
possible benefit resulting from the methodological shift into a more integrated scriptural

ethics and one that is more capable of cross-cultural exchange.
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Part One: Current Attempts at Constructing Scriptural Ethics

The first part of this work is made up of four stages. The first stage is an overview
of the steps taken up by Scripture scholars and theological ethicists in relation to the
construction of scriptural ethics. The second stage surveys how contemporary Scripture
scholars try to construct a methodological framework for scriptural ethics that are built
upon their particular perspectives. Likewise, the third stage of this part surveys how
theological ethicists try to construct a Scripture-based ethics compatible with
contemporary challenges in ethics. The fourth and last stage explores the two scholars
whose works I think point in the right direction, namely, an integrated scriptural ethics
that attends to both the importance of the text and the hermeneutics of ethics.

For various reasons these two surveys are important building blocks upon which |
construct my work: First, this work is not grounded in pure innovation but concrete
developments within the disciplines concerned. Second, it is through careful observation
of the contributions and limitations of these scholars that we can identify specific
methodological insights that will rightfully shape the future of a Scripture-based ethics.
Third, these specific insights are found sometimes in more than one author and constitute
the actual developments toward a more integrated scriptural ethics. Fourth, in proximate
terms, these surveys set the stage for the discussion that follows. Although they are not a
thorough historical account, they introduce to us the specific, representative works of

important biblical scholars and theological ethicists.
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In sum, | believe that it is only through engagement with these insights and

developments that a more integrated scriptural ethics can be properly constructed.
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Chapter One: Foundations: The Tasks of Scripture Scholars and Theological

Ethicists

With regards to relating biblical studies to theological ethics, Spohn succinctly
points out that Scripture scholars and theological ethicists are basically dealing with two
fundamental tasks according to their own perspectives, namely, the study of ethics in
Scripture and the use of Scripture in ethics respectively.®

Thus, in this first chapter, | offer an overview of the two above-stated
fundamental tasks of biblical scholars and Christian ethicists. Readers should note that
this chapter is foundational, heuristic but not exhaustive or historical. Although the state
of the question of certain issues covered here (such as the question of authority) might
have changed as time passes, these issues remain foundational to our overall discussion
for they are essential to understand how scholars treat Scripture in ethical reflection.
Later | provide a study of the specific contributions of both Scripture scholars and

theological ethicists in order to show the actual developments in the past two decades.

1.1 The Study of Ethics in Scripture

New Testament Ethics

Within biblical circles, the study of ethics in Scripture can be divided into Old

Testament ethics and New Testament ethics. The case of New Testament ethics, for

8 william C. Spohn, What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics? Fully revised and expanded ed.
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1995), 5.
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instance, technically refers to “what modern New Testament exegetes and biblical
theologians have made out of the ethical teachings of the New Testament.”®" It is based
on the careful study of written texts; thus, textual interpretation (i.e., biblical exegesis) “is
foundational for all aspects of New Testament ethics.”® Hamel, for example, identifies
three types of moral law from the New Testament as a result of exegesis:® The first type
of New Testament morality is that of eschatological moral law found in the Synoptic
gospels. The second, categorical type is developed in Pauline writings that “establish
continuity between Christian and non Christian moral law in the area of categorical
precepts.”® The third type is found in Johannine writings that emphasize a return to the
transcendental and essentials.

In this work, I limit my study to New Testament ethics. As Richard Hays rightly
points out, while not perceiving New Testament ethics as an alternative to biblical ethics,
it is necessary to start somewhere.®® Furthermore, the Christian church has often claimed
that the Old Testament is “to be read through the hermeneutical lens of the New...the
normative ethical witness of the OT is dependent upon a prior construal of the gospel, as
attested by the NT witnesses.”®® Finally, the discipline of New Testament theology itself

has gone through certain developments in the past few decades.®’

¢ Harrington and Keenan, 9.

82 1hid., 18.
8 Hamel, 118.
% hid..

® Richard B. Hays, “New Testament Ethics. A Theological Task,” Annual of the Society of Christian
Ethics (1995): 100.

% Ipid..

%7 Kavin Rowe, “New Testament Theology: The Revival of a Discipline,” Journal of Biblical Literature
125 (2006): 393-410. Another reason is the fact that, as an experimental work, and while not ignoring the
Old Testament, | acknowledge that there are foreseeable difficulties in dealing with Old Testament ethics.
John Barton summarizes succinctly some of the problems that scholars of Old Testament ethics face: “First,
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Harrington succinctly summarizes its development from the beginning: New
Testament ethics arose as part of historical criticism in the late 19" Century when
(predominantly) liberal Protestant biblical scholars, such as German church historian
Adolph von Harnack and Social Gospel Movement pioneer Walter Rauschenbusch of the
United States, began to appreciate more “the historical distance between the biblical
writings and the present.”® These liberal Protestants, for instance, perceived Jesus as a
model of virtue and good character whose teaching involves certain ideals like love and
sacrifice, and focused on the search for the internalization of these values.® It then
entered a new phrase in the 20™ Century when scholars began to discuss “the centrality of
the kingdom of God in Jesus’ teaching and [its] eschatological nature.”"

These developments cannot be under-estimated. For while this discipline has been
pursued by Protestant scholars for centuries,”* many scholars have thought that “since
[Rudolf] Bultmann’s monumental Theology of the New Testament New Testament
Theology (NTT) has become a sterile discipline.””? Only in the past decade or so has
there been “a determined attempt to move forward.”” One advance has been “the

scholarly necessity to respect the diversity and individuality of the NT compositions” and

“[the] emerging consensus that for a work to count as an actual NTT it must address the

ordinary readers, not inured to these [OT] stories by constant attention as biblical scholars are, notice...that
they are often far from morally edifying...Second...it is often not easy to decide what is being commended
[or] deplored...” See John Barton, Understanding Old Testament Ethics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox, 2003), 2-3.
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problem of the NT’s unity.”’* This key area, as seen later, has an impact on our
understanding of Scripture as authoritative and a source for Christian ethics. Another
development that is more explicitly relevant to ethics is the claim of Heikki Raisénen in
his recent work Beyond New Testament Theology: “New Testament theology should be
replaced with two different projects: ‘the history of early Christian thought’ and “critical,
philosophical, ethical and/or theological reflection on the New Testament, as well as on
its influence on our history and its significance for contemporary life.””"

In other words, these two major developments within New Testament theology
have been the connection between a text and the entire corpus, and the influence of
Scripture in historically shaping our communities of faith. For instance, Stephen Barton
claims that the New Testament neither presents “abstract reflection of a philosophical
kind on the nature and grounds of moral action” nor is it “a compendium of systematic
reflection on the good” but rather “the story of Israel in the light of the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus™ that invites us to a new way of life.”® Harrington comments that the
New Testament helps shape a person and a community and provides important insights
about human conduct.”” It also constantly reminds us of “the religious context in which

Christian ethical teachings took form and are practiced.”’® The text is concerned with the

relationship with God and others and begins with the person of Jesus in history; thus,

™ Ibid., 407-08.
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Harrington concludes that New Testament ethics is primarily a religious, relational and
historical ethics.”

German New Testament scholar Eduard Lohse, though taking a different path and
acknowledging that the term ‘ethics’ is not found in the New Testament, further uses the
oldest New Testament writing (1 Thessalonians) to argue that the New Testament does
“know the task of reflecting on the nature of the moral life, and sometimes indicates what
corresponding action should be.”®® In particular, he points out from the same New
Testament writing (1 Thessalonians 4:11-12) that our Christian faith and conducts are
related in the sense that “the confession of Jesus as Lord is to be validated to ‘outsiders’
by the credible conduct of Christians.”®

Developments in scriptural theology have in turn specifically affected Catholic
moral theology. As Curran notes, “Scriptures were taken as the soul of theology and the
starting point for systematic reflection on the Christian life.”®* He offers three instances
of Scripture’s influence:® In the first place, earlier under the influence of Karl Barth
scriptural renewal has emphasized the primacy of the relationality and responsibility
motif as a replacement of the more philosophical teleological/deontological motifs in
moral theology. Second, it contributes to the promotion of the call to perfection and the

ideas of growth and development of our Christian life. Third, it emphasizes the
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importance of historicity and interiority and totality of each person rather than that of

individual, external acts.

Methodology

Regarding how to proceed in the study of New Testament ethics, it has been
customary to begin with a historical order—that is, beginning with “the preaching of
Jesus or the kerygma of the early church, then to advance to the great theological figures
of the New Testament...and to conclude with the so-called later writings.”®* Another way
of proceeding attempts to organize the ethical contents thematically. Each of these two
ways has certain advantages and disadvantages:®® For instance, a chronological study can
pursue a theological course of development but may fail to identify clearly all those
fundamental and systematic motifs of early Christian instruction. A thematic study, in
contrast, may sacrifice those distinctive characters of individual witnesses.

Harrington notes that a wide spectrum of methods and perspectives—from strictly
historical to descriptive to normative—are pursued.®® Wayne Meeks, for example,
employs a strictly historical approach which leads him to conclude that “almost all the
moral teachings in the New Testament are paralleled in form and content by writings
from the Greco-Roman world.”®’ Perkins also identifies some other methods employed
by exegetes: Scholars like Bultmann and Johnson turn to existentialist or

phenomenological analyses that “transcend the peculiar religious language and context of
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the first century.”88 Others employ a socio-political approach that reflects on the
community embodiment of the Bible.?® However, Perkins herself is convinced that the
historical-critical study of the New Testament best “highlights the difference in ethical
and cultural presuppositions between the first century and [the contemporary world]” and
offers important understanding of the New Testament’s ethical context.”

Christian ethicists have their methodological concerns too. Spohn is convinced
that the most adequate approach is that of character and virtue ethics, for the Christian
way of life is not a set of ideals/principles that cannot capture the relationships to God
and others.” Cahill, however, is decisively interested in historical-critical method while
using social history and sociology to interpret and “understand the communities that
produce the Bible and to clarify what impact biblical portrayals of God might have had in
their original settings.”® Harrington and Keenan agree with Cahill: One of the most
commonly adopted approaches nowadays in the study of New Testament ethics combines
both historical and hermeneutical concerns—“how Scripture provides a language of
doing Christian ethics and how it shapes a person and a community that reasons morally
and acts appropriately.”® The historical-hermeneutical approach thus “seeks to place the
New Testament texts in their historical setting...highlights the differences between that

world and the world of the reader today, and challenges the reader to apply the principles
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of hermeneutical theory of the biblical text.”** We will explore this in greater details in

the chapter on attempts by Scripture scholars.

The Contents of New Testament Ethics

As we have seen, research requires not only looking at the particular biblical text,
but also seeing how it is incorporated into the whole of Scripture. Furthermore, the New
Testament canon is a collection of diverse writings over a long period of time. The ethical
contents of these writings could then be equally diverse and hence a few biblical scholars
reject the discussion of the unity of New Testament ethics.*> However, most scholars
continue to discuss this issue in their writings on New Testament ethics.

The way in which the contents of New Testament ethics are expressed is similarly
diverse. Lohse points out that although the ethical teachings found in the New Testament
generally appear in the mode of preaching and teaching/instruction that aims at
responding to specific questions or criticizing certain behaviors (as in the case of 1
Corinthians), these ethical statements take various forms such as instruction, prohibitions,
proverbs and rules of wisdom, and parables and metaphorical expressions.®® And he
agrees with Perkins’s observation that many of these ethical teachings draw “heavily on
the ethical traditions of the Old Testament, of common wisdom traditions, and of the
Hellenistic ethical codes generally to address concrete situations.”®” Lohse hence

proposes that one specific task of New Testament ethics is to “indicate how traditional
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content not only received a new grounding by being related to the gospel, but in essential
parts also had its intrinsic meaning apprehended in a new way.”*

This diversity of forms and resources leads Gustafson and others to raise concerns
about the study of biblical ethics:* Besides the different forms of moral discourse, they
note that the content of concrete moral teachings of the scriptures, such as the biblical
notions of justice and peace are treated differently in different texts. Harrington, in a
similar manner, reminds us that we cannot overlook the historical and literary contexts
and the theological significance of the text.'%

Nevertheless, various themes emerge from the contents. Cahill identifies five
‘distinctive’ (but not unique) ones:*** First, the kingdom of God is the presupposition of
our entire Christian life, for its eschatological and already-but-not-yet nature enables
ethical action. The second theme is the reversal of worldly values (such as honor and
shame). The third one is the love of one’s neighbor that includes those who are seen as
outcasts and enemies. The fourth theme is the reality of suffering resulted from such
ethical life. The fifth and last one is the formation of communal identity.

Perkins, from a biblical viewpoint, makes similar observations: She observes that
both the eschatological language of the New Testament and the presence of the Holy

Spirit point to the renewal/building of a new community.’®* And the New Testament’s

ethical vision is closely tied to “its vision of how God acts” which is the symbolic and
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inclusive love.’® Hence New Testament ethics has a different style of teaching that aims
at showing us what is happening in human behavior and offering a religious view of evil
rather than a legal view.***

These writings then lead us to recognize some agreement. While looking at the
ethical content of particular texts, we must see how they relate to the rest of the
Scriptures; appreciate the actual historical context out of which the text arose; and study
the impact the texts have had on the community.

In sum, there are a number of concrete questions that one may ask in studying
New Testament ethics:' What was the climate of thought within which these writers
live? What were the determining factors in their consideration of ethical questions? What
were their standpoints? What solutions did they give to the Christian communities of
their time? And what use are their ideas and solutions to our present time Christians? But
Houlden observes that New Testament ethics is often “studied in connection with moral
theology rather than New Testament studies.”*® Here he raises the concern that New
Testament ethics at times poses difficulty in finding a way to understand New
Testament’s ethical teaching without doing violence to the insights and methods of New

Testament study.'%’
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1.2 The Use of Scripture in Ethics

As far as Christian ethicists are concerned, the employment of Scripture in ethical
reflection has gone through changes and developments too. Some note that in the past
forty years the state of the question has shifted from debates about norms and the
authority of the Bible in establishing norms, etc. to the role of Scripture in forming
vision/values and communities of discipleship and its relevance in social justice. Still, it
must be noted that the discussions and claims made then (such as the problem of diversity
and the relationship with other sources) are foundational to the overall quest and deserve
our attention here. Some of them, as will be seen later in Chapter Three, continue to be
addressed among scholars. Those developments and shifts observed in more recent time,

however, will be treated in later chapter.

How is the Bible Used in Ethics?

Although Protestant ethicists have always used the Bible for ethics, their use of
Scripture differs widely throughout history and among confessional approaches. The way
one “conceives of Scripture and its authority for the life of the believers...determine[s]

how this text is employed in moral and ethical reflection.”®

198 James T. Bretzke, comp., Bibliography on Scripture and Christian Ethics (Lewiston ME: E. Mellen
Press, 1997), 3.
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In Catholic circles, Kenneth Himes enunciated four separate and yet related tasks
in using Scripture in ethics—namely, exegetical, hermeneutical, methodological and
theological tasks.'® I will briefly review these four tasks in relation to ethics below.

The exegetical task determines the meaning of the text as found in the Bible.
According to Birch and Rasmussen, exegesis and ethics have the common ground of
seeking “to discern the disclosure of God’s will for the people of faith.”**° The former
strives “to interpret the biblical record of God’s self-disclosure to the communities of
Israel and the early church in such a way that it illuminates the church’s understanding of
God’s activity” while the latter seeks “to read the signs of God’s activity and to discern
the divine will for the present.”*** They are convinced that exegesis is important if the
Bible is to serve as an ethical resource, for the Bible is not a self-interpreting but complex
document; hence they claim that “without careful exegesis...the biblical witness is not
fully heard.”'*?

The task of hermeneutics determines the meaning of the text for today and thus
concerns the issue of interpretation. The issue of interpretation is inevitable for the Bible

is historically conditioned and new questions emerge from each generation. These new

questions can in turn “unearth dimensions of the text [such as liberation] that had been

19 See Kenneth Himes, “Scripture and Ethics: A Review Essay,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 15, no. 2
(1985): 65-73; William C. Spohn, “The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology,” Theological Studies 47, no.1
(1986): 88-102. These four tasks somehow echo the four major aspects identified by Curran and
McCormick: 1) The determination of the meaning of the particular scriptural text; 2) the meaning of the
text for today’s diverse historical, cultural, and sociological reality; 3) the different approaches within
Christian ethics itself; and 4) the relationship between Scripture and other sources of moral theology. See
Curran and McCormick, vii-viii.
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ignored.”* In procedural terms, this task requires a fusion of two very different
horizons—that is, the horizon of the text in its historical setting and that of the interpreter
here and now—as well as the acknowledgment of the reader’s pre-understandings or

prejudices.**

Moreover, the work of interpretation has to deal with certain theological
questions such as the meaning of the kingdom of God and the issue of eschatology.**

The methodological task asks how one employs Scripture within the various
levels of moral reflection. Spohn points out that “a theologian’s estimate of the nature of
ethics will significantly influence his or her use of Scripture, as well as provide some
justification for that usage.”**® For example, those who focus on the moral agent will
probably select biblical texts that deal with moral development and formation of
characters and their communities. In these instances, these scholars often turn to
narratives wherein moral dispositions are conveyed.**’

The fourth and last task—theological task—mainly concerns meta-ethical
questions, such as: What is the relationship between the Bible and other sources of moral
wisdom? What kind of authority does Scripture have in moral guidance? These questions
often lead to the core debate on the distinctiveness of Christian ethics.

Of the four tasks Gustafson highlights the methodological one. He notes that how

a Christian ethicist uses Scripture is determined by how one defines the task of Christian

ethics: One who focuses on the structure of moral arguments about specific acts uses

13 Spohn, “The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology,” 92.
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Scripture very different from one who is concerned about the formation of the moral

118

agent.”™ Gustafson further points out that Christian ethicists’ use of Scripture depends

also on the theological and ethical principles which one uses so as to bring coherence to
the meaning of the text.'*

Moreover, Gustafson believes two fundamental understandings of the Bible
distinguish the methods we use: Bible as ‘revealed morality’ and as ‘revealed reality’.
The former understands the Bible as the revealed will of God and thus employs
deontological language and image in its ethics.’?® It emphasizes the ‘moral use’ of
Scripture and in this way one would make moral judgment “in accordance with moral
laws, precepts, and commands given in Scripture.”*** Subsequently, one way of using
Scripture is applying moral laws (such as the Decalogue) found in Scripture to the moral
issue. Another way is judging the moral act according to the moral ideals (such as the
love command) given in Scripture. A third way of using Scripture is by means of analogy
between biblical narratives and present day reality (e.g., the narrative of Exodus is often
used to evaluate Latin America’s situation). A fourth and loose way is to perceive
Scripture as one of the informing sources for moral judgments that contains various
forms of moral values/norms/principles and moral themes (e.g., Paul’s writing on fallen
human condition in Romans 1:19-32).*? This last way of employing Scripture, as is
preferred by Gustafson, “[does] provide the basic orientation toward particular

judgments,...deeply informs these judgments” and hence is a better way of using

18 Gustafson, “The Place of Scripture in Christian Ethics: A Methodological Study,” 432.
119 H

Ibid., 439.
120 Curran, “The Role and Function of the Scriptures in Moral Theology,” 181-82.
12l Gustafson, “The Place of Scripture in Christian Ethics: A Methodological Study,” 439.
2 1bid., 441-45.

35



Scripture in ethics, for “the vocation of the Christian community is to discern what God is
enabling and requiring man to be and to do in a particular natural, historical, and social
circumstances.”?®

‘Revealed reality’, on the contrary, perceives the Bible as the revelation of God’s
activity. It is not like revealed morality in focusing on specific laws or norms or
prohibitions but rather in disclosing God’s love to humankind. In return, it calls for our
response to God’s act in us and thus perceives the ‘relationality and responsibility’ motif
as its primary model for understanding of Christian ethics.*** It tends to focus on
Scripture’s theological importance rather than its ethical content: When using Scripture
one focuses on who this God is, on what God does, and who humanity is in the light of
God’s revelation as expressed in narratives. Therefore, God’s love and covenant with

humankind is foundational to Christian ethics while the law is of secondary importance in

Christian life.

The Authority of Scripture in Ethics

David Kelsey notes that the Bible’s authority is expressed in its doctrinal and
conceptual content and that it is the source of symbolic and imagistic expression of the
salvific event.’”® But he adds that Scripture is “authoritative for theology only in the
context of Christian praxis, that is, only in the context of the intentional activities of

individual persons and communities who understand themselves to be having their
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identities shaped in distinctively Christian ways.”**® In other words, for Kelsey biblical
authority is dependent on the tradition.**’

Moreover, Kelsey identifies two types of authority in Scripture:'?® The first is
Scripture’s de facto authority—based on how Scripture actually shapes individual and
communal life and authors new identities in the common life of the Christian community.
For instance, Scripture authorizes indirectly theological proposals like those about
Christian claims’ truthfulness. The second authority is Scripture’s de jure authority that
derives from the end to which it is used and is grounded in God’s relation to it—that is,
being the word of God.

What about the issue of the authority of Scripture in the context of ethics? Birch
and Rasmussen point out that the discussion of biblical authority in matters of ethics
depends on “the nature and degree of influence to be given to the Bible in shaping
Christian character and conduct.”*?® They note that traditionally the authority of Scripture
is rooted in the understanding of the Bible as inspired in content and its function in the
community to shape and transform individual and communal life.**

Verhey, however, reminds us that one must first distinguish ‘authority’ from

‘authorization’:**! The former focuses on whether Scripture is a source for moral

discernment while the latter asks what this source provides or how it functions as a
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norm—-in spite of the agreement that Scripture is an authority, there are wide
disagreements about the authorization for moving from Scripture to moral claims.”*
James Childress, in a similar manner, emphasizes the distinction between biblical
authority and the authorizations that Scripture gives for moral claims, and rightly points
out there are various views regarding the scope of authorizations that Scripture gives.'*
Many scholars argue that Scripture is authoritative for Christian ethics because of

its normativity.'**

Daly and others, for instance, argue that since one gains access to
Christ from and through the Bible and since Christ is the ultimate norm of Christian
ethics; the Bible is “at least inceptively normative for Christian ethics.”** Birch and
Rasmussen also claim that the authority of Scripture lies on the fact that it is normative
for the life of the Christian community even though Christian ethics is not synonymous
with biblical ethics."*® Gareth Jones recalls a quick, traditional argument: Scripture “has
the authority of ethical decisions because it is the Word of God.”**” As such, the authority
of Scripture is normative for all church and ethical teaching.'® But Jones adds, “If one
sees it as something complete and separate, monumental and eternal (Word of God), then

its authority is absolute...If, however, one sees it as something to be read and understood

and embraced within one’s own world, and that one’s own world must always be a part

2 Ipid..

133 James F. Childress, “Scripture and Christian Ethics: Some Reflections on the Role of Scripture in Moral
Deliberation and Justification,” Interpretation 34 no. 4 (October 1980): 375-76.

134 Stanley Hauerwas would not perceive the Bible as normative for he understands nomrativity as what is
arisen from within a community. See Gareth Jones, “The Authority of Scripture and Christian Ethics,” in
Gill, The Cambridge Companion to Christian Ethics, 19.

1% Daly and others, 74.

1% Birch and Rasmussen, 141-46.

37 Jones, 17.

8 Ipid., 22.

38



of that reading, then one sees the Bible, and its authority, in a different light.”139

Moreover, Hamel points out from Dei Verbum (#81) that the Bible can correct, confirm,
support, protect, and guide human reason (which can be fallible or clouded over by other
factors like passion) to the right path.'*

Verhey does not want to say that Scripture’s authority derives from its
authorizations. He is convinced that the authority of Scripture is a necessary affirmation
for ethicists, for the acknowledgement of biblical authority “commits the ethicist to self-
conscious reflection and candor about the authorizations for moving from Scripture to
moral claims.”**" Its authority affects our perspective; this biblical perspective “limits,
corroborates, and transforms appeals to natural morality [and other sources] on other
levels of moral discourse.”**

Odozor observes that attitudes toward biblical authority range from those who are
convinced of scriptural authority and the unity of the canon (such as Raymond Brown) to
those who proposed ‘a canon within the canon’ (such as Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza).
The former normally argues that Scripture is inspired by God and thus enjoys ‘biblical
inerrancy’ (broadly understood) as well as integrity; the latter argues that there are

different levels of biblical authority and thus biblical texts need to be qualified.*?
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Few think however of the Bible as the only source for Christian ethics to “the
point of making ethical decisions for us.”*** Its authority is neither absolute nor exclusive
but relational (or even hierarchical) to other non-biblical authorities.**> James Bretzke
claims: “The highest and definitive revelation is not found in the bible as a sacred text,
but rather in the person of Jesus Christ...[who is] the ultimate norming norm...of our
lives.”**® Thus, “only insofar as that biblical claim corresponds to an overall sound vision
of God and God’s definitive revelation of God’s self in Jesus Christ” can we insist on the
authority of Scripture.*’

Echoing Kelsey’s insight on tradition Stanley Hauerwas claims that Scripture is
an authority because “the traditions of Scripture provide the means for our community to
find new life.”**® He goes so far as to claim that “the Bible has no authority apart from
the community of believers.”**® Johnson seems to agree that the Bible’s authority is “for
and in the Church’ in the sense that its authority is not absolute but drawn from the
decision of the community, and it pertains only to the life and practice of the church.®
He further comments that biblical authority is the least powerful for Christian ethical
discernment for “it is at this level that Scripture is most diverse and most constrained by

its historical circumstances and literary forms and theological perspectives.”*™*
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Cahill is more nuanced. She notes that it is a ‘faith’ decision when one uses
Scripture as an authority, for it involves “a commitment to the reliability of that authority,
a commitment grounded in one’s experience within the community shaped by
Scripture.”®* She holds that biblical authority needs to be understood as “authoritative
pattern, structure, or form [instead of]... ‘substantive canonical authority,” or the attempt
to require that the canon as a whole functions in the ‘authorization’ of particular moral
conclusions.”**® But just as she notes its impact she is concerned about how particular
texts must be interpreted through the broader canon.

The diverse views toward the authority of Scripture in the matter of ethics raise
further issues on the practical level. Many raise the question about its authority against
other authorities like experience, social context, etc., and wonder if they are equally

authoritative as the Bible, or if they have any impact on biblical authority.***

Moreover,
the matter of freedom from coercion is crucial to the relationship between the Bible and
Christian ethics; thus, biblical authority cannot be coercive but rather is one of ‘non-
coercive reconciliation’.** Furthermore, when we receive a biblical authoritative claim
does it have permanent value or not?™*® Finally, the emergence of historical criticism in
biblical studies as well as liberation and feminist theologies and their corresponding

hermeneutics have challenged us to rethink the authority of the Bible, since these

approaches are so shaped by particular social and cultural concerns.**
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To conclude our discussion on the authority of Scripture in theological ethics, |
recall the reflections of Cahill and Himes which | find helpful and realistic:**® Cahill sees
the New Testament as an authority—though not the sole authority—for Christian ethics
and understands the New Testament’s historical circumstances as compatible with its
authority. She also argues that historical analogues and parallels in other traditions are
compatible with biblical authority and useful to understand biblical texts better.
Furthermore, although the contents and forms of the New Testament are often pluralistic
and diverse, the New Testament still consists of a common allegiance to Jesus who
inaugurates the kingdom of God and calls us to obedience and love of neighbor.

From a different angle Himes points out that acknowledging the Bible as
authoritative does not mean it functions in an authoritarian way; rather it only means
Scripture is an essential source for moral discernment. Thus, he concludes that the
discussion on biblical authority naturally moves to the issue of understanding the Bible as
a source for morality and to “the relationship of the Bible to other sources of moral

insight.”**® Therefore, | now turn to the issue of Scripture as a source for Christian ethics.

The Bible as a Source for Ethics
Nowadays more and more scholars, Catholics and Protestants alike, would quote
and/or employ Methodist John Wesley’s ‘quadrilateral’ in their own framework and

discussion regarding the Bible as one of the sources of Christian ethics: Scripture,
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tradition, human reason and experience.'® Still, in practical terms, these sources are in
tension and hence scholars offer different proposals including prioritization.'®* There is
no consensus here, and in fact, there are two extreme views:*®* Other sources are
irrelevant or ethics is wholly an autonomous morality and the Bible is only a
corroboration of what one has come to know. Still, there are many who hold a middle
ground and “call for some form of dialogue between Scripture and other sources.”*®?

With regard to the relationship between Scripture and the other three sources,
Hays points outs the history of this important question being confronted:'** During the
Reformation period, it was the confrontation between Scripture and tradition; in the time
of the Enlightenment, it was the wrestling between reason and Scripture; and since the
twentieth century it has been the debate between Scripture and human experience as
emphasized by liberation and feminist theologies.

Johnson proposes a dialogical relationship that seems helpful: First, tradition
“encompasses all the authentic realizations of Christian life based in Scripture and all the
profound interpretations of Christian life by theologians grounded in the interpretation of

Scripture.”*®® Second, reason must be free, rigorous and critical, informed by

contemporary sciences and in accord with the deepest significance and point of Scripture.

1% johnson, “The Bible’s Authority for and in the Church,” 65; Daly and others, 67-68.

11 Daly and others, 67-68.

182 Himes, 71.

163 Verhey, “The Use of Scripture in Ethics,” 34.

184 Richard Hays, “Scripture-shaped Community: The Problem of Method in New Testament Ethics,”
Interpretation 44, no. 1 (January 1990): 50-51.

165 Johnson, “The Bible’s Authority for and in the Church,” 65.
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Third, the Church is called to discern in its reading and interpretation of Scripture “the
experience of God at work in human lives.”*®

Cahill, in addition, points out that due to the diverse and overlapping identities
including cultural, social and political identities among the believers, the Bible as a
source thus cannot be used independent of other sources.'®’ Rather, one may profit from
“sensitive and nuanced incorporation of insights” from other sources, including other
religious traditions.*®® Cahill later notes that Scripture and other sources “are [in fact] not
even fully distinguishable from one another...that all these shaping factors are ‘already’
at work when explicit reference to any one is made.”**®

However, Daly and others argue that some sort of prioritization is needed and
propose that the first priority among these sources is Scripture for it is more
“encompassing of the reality of an integral Christian life.”*"® Birch and Rasmussen also
suggest that the primacy of the Bible lies on its function in the church and its uniqueness
due to its role as the historical origin of the community and its influences on the
community; thus, for them Scripture is a necessary, unique and constant source for
Christian ethics.'"

Finally, being a source of ethical authority, Scripture can be used as a shaper of

Christian identity and a source of virtues and values (e.g. the value of inclusiveness and

renewal), a giver of moral imperatives (e.g. the love of neighbor), a provider of

1% 1bid., 66.

167 Cahill, “The Bible and Christian Moral practices,” 4.

1% 1pid., 3.

1991 isa Sowle Cahill, “The New Testament and Ethics: Communities of Social Change,” Interpretation 44,
no. 4 (October 1990): 384.

0 Daly and others, 68.

"1 Birch and Rasmussen, 153-55.
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theological perspectives for our ethical responses (e.g. the theology of liberation), a
resource for identifying creative tension that leads to responsible decision making (e.g.

the use of force).'’

The Problems of Using Scripture in Ethics

While Scripture is a resource for solving moral issues, it is also “a source of moral
problems.”"® Catholics and Protestants alike have raised certain concerns with regards to
the use of Scripture in ethics, such as the authority of the canon and the tension between

universality (of human condition) and the particularity of biblical stories.*™

Moreover,
the problem of using Scripture has changed over time. In the seventies the issue was
about the relevance of the Bible: “Literalists insisted on taking every moral directive
from the text into contemporary life without any interpretation [while] liberals doubted
that the Bible had any lasting relevance.”*"® Since the early nineties the problem has been
an issue of diversity, as highlighted by Hays: Which of the diverse voices in the text is
authoritative and which of the diverse perspectives of readers should one take? In other
words, the problem of employing the Bible is directed to whether there is any definite
meaning at all in the text.!"®

The problems of diversity can be summarized as follows. First, we must recognize

that the Bible is “comprised of many different books written in different historical and

172 |bid., 181-88.

173 Childress, 380.

7% |isa Sowle Cahill, “Canon, Authority, Norms? Recent Studies in Biblical Ethics,” review of The Great
Reversal: Ethics and the New Testament, by Allen Verhey, Interpretation 40, no. 4 (October 1986): 414.
> William C. Spohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New Testament Ethics?” review of The Moral Vision of
the New Testament, Richard Hays. Christian Century 114, no. 17 (May 1997): 525.

176 Spohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New Testament Ethics,” 525.
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cultural circumstances over a long period of time.”*”” There exist diverse perspectives
among which inconsistencies and even contradictions are found. A typical example is the
lack of harmony between “Paul’s directives to respect and cooperate with the Roman
Empire (see Romans 13:1-7) and the scathing critique of Roman officialdom and of the
emperor cult in the [b]ook of Revelation.”"® Still, as we saw from Cahill earlier, “some
efforts at generalization are necessary in order to bring some priorities of biblical
morality into focus.”"® Second, these various perspectives and teachings are further
manifested via different literary forms (such as narratives and commands) that are
historically and culturally conditioned and hence these moral teachings and perspectives
cannot be treated as free-floating principles.*® Third, even some of these historically and
culturally conditioned meanings could be erroneous, as in the case of the household codes
today challenged by feminists.'®* Fourth, Scripture speaks neither clearly nor directly to
and cannot deal with the new issues that are peculiar (and/or important) to our
contemporary world, such as reproductive technologies.'®? Finally, not a few ethicists
point out the problem of eschatology as central to the use of Scripture.’®® For instance,
Ogletree identifies two types of eschatology that call for different ethical modes:'®* A
futurist eschatology (found especially in Old Testament prophetic literature), for example,

calls for an ethics of hope and patience; and a dialectical eschatology (as in the New

7 Curran, The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis, 49.

178 Harrington and Keenan, 12.

179 Gustafson, “The Place of Scripture in Christian Ethics: A Methodological Study,” 444.
180 Harrington and Keenan, 12.

181 Curran, The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis, 50.

182 1bid., 49-50; Johnson, “The Bible’s Authority for and in the Church,” 68.

183 Himes, 67. Himes quotes Ogletree, 177.

184 Ogletree, 177-79.
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Testament) asserts an already-but-not-yet position and thus calls for working out new
alternatives.

Apart from these major problems, other minor issues are also identified by both
biblical scholars and ethicists. First, there exists a practical tension of providing moral
wisdom from a single Scripture for people of divergent historical and cultural
backgrounds.'® Second, while “moral theology is scientific, synthetic, and critical study,
Scripture is primarily a narrative.”*®® Third, the Bible speaks in ancient languages only
partly grasped by contemporary readers and addresses situations mostly obscure to
them.'®” Fourth, the Bible presents a religious ethic that makes its application to secular
debates difficult.®® Finally, as Himes notes, few theologians have acquired the skill to do
sophisticated biblical exegesis and thus suggests that ethicists should at least learn to
depend on biblical scholars for exegetical task.®

Despite the challenges of these identified problems of using Scripture in ethics,
many ethicists, based on their own background and perspectives attempt to propose
various ways of employing biblical texts in ethical discussions. Some even try to offer

step by step practical procedures:**°

Identify and specify the actual moral issue at stake
(and pay attention to the audience being addressed); select a text; exegete the text, with
special attention paid to its context and the source of ethical tradition it might have; and

do the work of hermeneutics and interpretation.

185 Curran, The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis, 50.
186 R
Ibid., 49.
187 johnson, “The Bible’s Authority for and in the Church,” 68.
188 Harrington and Keenan, 12.
189 Himes, 66.
190 5ee James T. Bretzke, “Scripture and Ethics: Core, Context, and Coherence,” in Moral Theology: New
Directions in Fundamental Issues, ed. James Keating (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2004), 90-93.
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1.3 Where are We Now?

In this chapter, | have offered an overview of certain foundational issues treated
by biblical scholars and Christian ethicists in their respective disciplines in matters
related to scriptural ethics. For biblical scholars their basic task is the study of ethics in
Scripture, the New Testament in particular. The discussion mainly focuses on the
methods and approaches employed in reading the text, and the ethical contents emerged
from the text. Theological ethicists, on the other hand, deal with the task of employing
scriptural text in their ethical reflection. They are concerned with foundational issues like
the authority of the Bible and its relation with other recognized sources in ethical
discernment. They are also interested in how the Bible can actually be used and the
problems encountered in the process. Although the state of the question of some of these
foundational issues has changed over time, others are continued to be treated by scholars
in their own perspectives.

Against the background of these wide generalizations let me turn to certain

contemporary biblical scholars’ attempt to construct a New Testament ethics.
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Chapter Two: The Attempt by Scripture Scholars

Since the seventies there has been a growing amount of literature on New
Testament ethics.™®! Some of them focus on the ethics of a particular figure (such as Jesus
and Paul) or theme. For example, Perkins examines certain Pauline letters and points out
that the ethics of Paul “presupposes that a new community of moral discernment has
come into being in Christ” and paraenesis is a prominent feature of Paul’s letters.'*
Elsewhere she identifies the love command as the core theme for New Testament ethics
and from which she offers textual interpretation of selective New Testament passages.*®
Others, like Johnson, focus on a particular New Testament writer (e.g., the author of
Luke-Acts) or write for a particular issue (e.g. economic issues) or from a particular
perspective (e.g. feminist).***

Still, many biblical authors attempt to write on New Testament ethics in a more
comprehensive manner.'® For instance, Houlden, in his Ethics and the New Testament,
examines each of the four gospel writers as well as Paul and James. Houlden argues that
contemporary Christians should not seek ‘specific’ ethical guidance from the New

Testament but rather ask what we should do now based on what we know of God through

Christ.* Jack Sanders’s Ethics in the New Testament further expands the examination to

191 See Bretzke, Bibliography on Scripture and Christian Ethics, 105-223.

192 pheme Perkins, “Paul and Ethics,” Interpretation 38 (July 1984): 268-69.

193 perkins, Love Commands in the New Testament.

194 See Luke Timothy Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, Society of Biblical
Literature Dissertation Series 39 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977).

1% One of the earlier works written in a comprehensive style is Rudolf Schnackenburg’s The Moral
Teaching of the New Testament, first published in German in 1962 and translated into English in 1965.
1% Bretzke, Bibliography on Scripture and Christian Ethics, 127.
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the later epistles outside the Pauline tradition and the Apocalypse. Sanders analyzes the
basic ethical perspectives found in these New Testament writings and highlights that the
ethical perspective of Jesus “is inseparably linked to his eschatological expectation of the
imminent coming of the Kingdom of God.”**’

However, both Houlden and Sanders’ works are rather brief in content or scope
when compared to those written in the eighties and later. Therefore, one of the criteria for
selecting biblical scholars for our review here is that their works are substantive enough.
Another criterion is that their works have significant contribution to the discipline in their
own regards. Finally, | look to diversity—in terms of geographical locations, Christian
faith, gender, and economic status of the country from which they come—in order to
provide a certain span to the work of New Testament ethics in the past two decades. In
fact, such diversity reflects the reality of social change within the discipline: We note that
women, non European, and Third World international figures begin to come into play.
This social change also signifies the shift of our theological concerns from not just
personal guidance to communal practices but more importantly, from communal to the
global awareness as well. The New Testament scholars chosen thus include Wolfgang

Schrage, Richard Hays, Frank Matera, Sandra Schneiders, and Rasiah Sugirtharajah.

¥7 1bid., 133.
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2.1 Wolfgang Schrage

Wolfgang Schrage is a professor of New Testament at the University in Bonn,
Germany.'®® He has written on various topics including commentary on 1 Corinthians,
Pauline studies, and comparative ethics.*® His major work on New Testament ethics,
Ethik des Neuen Testaments, was first published in 1982 and then translated into English
in 1988.%° The book was in general welcomed by biblical scholars and was seen as a
work that replaces Heinz-Dietrich Wendland’s earlier work in this area.?®*

Schrage is convinced that the Bible provides moral norms for Christian living:**2
It “must be taken as an absolute standard if the conduct required of Christians today is
still to be Christian standard.”” Thus the subject matter of New Testament ethics is “the
question of how life was lived in the earliest Christian communities: What were its

foundations, the support for, and the criteria and principles for [its] way of acting and

living.”?®* In other words, the key concerns of New Testament ethics are those guiding

19 Edgar Krentz, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage, Currents in Theology
and Mission 17, no.5 (October 1990): 395.

199 Wolfgang Schrage, “Komparative Ethik im Neuen Testament,” in Neues Testament und Ethik. Fir
Rudolf Schnackenburg, Herausgegeben von Helmut Merklein (Freiburg: Herder, 1989). See Bretzke,
Bibliography on Scripture and Christian Ethics, 117.

20 \wolfgang Schrage, The Ethics of the New Testament, trans. David E. Green (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress,
1988). James I. H. McDonald, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage, Scottish
Journal of Theology 42, no. 4 (1989): 594.

21 Robert J. Daly, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage, Theological Studies
50, no.1 (March 1989): 172; Robin Scroggs, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang
Schrage, Interpretation 44, no. 2 (April 1990): 188.

292 paul D. Simmons, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage, Review &
Expositor 86, no.3 (Summer 1989): 440.

203 Schrage, 2.

2% Ipid., 1.
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principles and motivating forces from which ethical expressions emerged.?*® Schrage thus
understands his work as primarily a study of theological ethics—“the theological
motivation and justification of New Testament ethics.”*%

However, Schrage does not deny that New Testament ethics needs to be
understood in the context of specific situations.?®” He is also concerned with the criteria
and concrete substance of ethics, for the New Testament “does not aim solely at a new
foundation or a transformation of basic attitudes...[but] also strives to shape Christian life
and concrete conduct in detail.”?®® Hence, for Schrage New Testament ethics is
contextual and situational in nature, as in the case of the institution of slavery.?®® And for
this reason he also understands New Testament ethics as fragmentary.?*° Still, Schrage
believes that New Testament ethics is generally prescriptive rather than descriptive with
respect to practice.”*

Since New Testament ethics is concrete, situational and fragmentary, he thus
perceives that the proper methodology in New Testament ethics as “to see that each
individual voice is heard, so that the various early Christian models are not forced into a
single mold or submerged in an imaginary New Testament ethics.”?* Consequently,

Schrage discusses in detail the ethical material found in individual books and insists that

the plurality of ethical concepts found in individual biblical writings needs to be

2% joel M. Quie, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage, Word & World 9
(Winter 1989): 96.

206 Schrage, 4.

7 Ipid., 5. Schrage, however, does not perceive this as a sufficient criterion to explain the ethics. See
McDonald, 595.

2% Schrage, 10.

29 Ipid., 5.

219 |pid..

! Ibid., 3-4.
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addressed.?

He basically focuses on the issue of “how the ethical teachings fit in and
flow from the various theological positions.”** And the exegetical method employed is
primarily one of historical criticism.

Since Schrage perceives his work as an historical study rather than “a guidebook
for contemporary life,”215 he attends to “the traditional, cultural, social, and religio-
historical background together with the ethical theory and practice of the ancient world
[such as Judaism and the Hellenist culture].”?*® But he does deal with concrete precepts
and commands (such as issues of marriage and wealth) and offers his own hermeneutics
occasionally.

The presentation as a whole follows the order of the New Testament canon.
However, Schrage explores first the eschatological ethics of Jesus and the ethics of the
earliest congregations and only then discusses each of the major New Testament writings
with corresponding themes. In other words, the way of proceeding is a combination of
various styles though it is predominantly sequential.

The ethics of Jesus covers one-third of the book. Schrage begins with the problem
of ethics and eschatology and argues that ethics and eschatology are closely related to
217 In

each other and the eschatological message is a crucial motive for human conduct.

the ethics of Jesus, its foundation and horizon is the imminent coming of the kingdom of

*13 Bretzke, Bibliography on Scripture and Christian Ethics, 6; Schrage, 3, 6-7.

214 Daniel J. Harrington, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage, America 159,
no. 476 (December 3, 1988): 476.

215 Krentz, 396.

218 Schrage, 8; Sharon H. Ringe, review of The Ethics of the New Testament, by Wolfgang Schrage,
Theology Today 45, no. 3 (October 1988): 355.

27 Schrage, 28-9.
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God.?*® On the one hand, Jesus’ invitation to the kingdom of God implies a responsibility
and a demand: The new commandment of love that replaces the law.?*® On the other hand,
Jesus does not simply preach personal ethics; rather, his teaching impinges on various
social and political areas.?®

The next two treatments, namely the ethics developed during the early Church
and the writing of the Synoptics, are actually an expansion of the ethics of Jesus.??! The
Law was crucial to this expansion and development.??? Still there is no coherent picture
during the early church period since even the Synoptics are concerned with various
themes—such as the theme of discipleship in Mark and better righteousness in
Matthew.?*

For Schrage the latter theme is rooted in the Sermon on the Mount (5:20):** To
be superior in righteousness means doing God’s will (and not merely hearing it), loving
our enemies, and reconciling with one another. In addition, he understands the Beatitudes
functions not only as ‘entrance requirements’ but also ““a recollection of the promise,
intended to comfort and encourage the community.”?*> He further claims that the
Matthaean additions to the Beatitudes tradition indicate that the Beatitudes is not a

catalog of virtues or an exponent of spirituality. Rather, it refers to those “who hunger

218 |bid., 18; Scroggs, 188.

2% Schrage, 40, 68.
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and thirst for the realization of God’s righteousness and justice throughout all the
earth.”?%

The second major treatment of the work is the ethics of Paul. James McDonald
describes this section as the most substantial part of the book.??” Schrage highlights that
Pauline ethics is so integrated into his theology and hence perceives Paul’s ethics as
Christological which permeates in his indicative-imperative structure and
pneumatology.??® However, Schrage identifies a shift of this twofold structure in Paul’s
writing: “...there is a move from the imperative being shaped by the indicative of
salvation to the imperative focusing on external dynamics.”??° For instance, he points out
that the love defined through Christ needs to be expressed via specific conduct and way
of life (e.g., respect for institutions in Romans 13:1-7).2%

In the remaining one-third of the book Schrage tries to treat the rest of the New
Testament texts in five sections according to the themes emerged: The ethics of
responsibility of those deutero-Pauline materials; the parenesis of the Epistle of James;
the commandment of brotherly love within the Johannine school; the exhortation to live
as pilgrims in the Letter to the Hebrews and the eschatological exhortation in book of
Revelation.

In sum, these findings reconfirm Schrage’s claim that New Testament ethics is

theological, historical, and diverse. Yet a central criterion is foundational for each of

228 Schrage, 152.

227 McDonald, 596.

228 Schrage, 167; Quie, 98 ; Schrage 177.
2% Quie, 98.
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these diverse approaches: Christologically defined love as expressed in “God’s saving act
in Jesus Christ.”?*

Schrage’s Ethik des Neuen Testaments was widely welcomed as one of the
important works in this discipline.?®* For our purposes | want to consider two of his
contributions, namely, methodology and content.

First, Schrage is careful in presenting the theological and historical factors that

influence the ethics of the New Testament writings.**

In so doing he adopts “the
[historical] critical approach to texts while seeking indispensable norms [for Christian
conduct].”®** Knowing that the work is still primarily exegetical in orientation and not so
much a study of ethics, Schrage’s use of conventional methods is understandable.?*
However, a couple of scholars comment that though he promised otherwise, there is no
real discussion of hermeneutics connecting the exegetical to the ethics. Moreover, he
omits sociological and anthropological inquiry/reflection that is needed to put his

236

discovery into a larger context.“ While I think Schrage does open up some

hermeneutical questions to our contemporary readers in his discussion of concrete
precepts/issues, he does not work them out at the end.?’
With regard to the use of resources, his work also gives mixed impressions.

Schrage uses extensive resources, both biblical and modern extra-biblical literature.?*®

31 Ringe, 355; Harrington, 477.
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% Ringe, 355; Scroggs, 190.

" McDonald, 595.

%8 Quie, 98; Krentz, 396.

56



Yet, he makes little reference to the methodological shift of his time and its related

studies (e.g., the employment of socio-historical methods).?*°

As some scholars rightly
point out, Schrage’s resources are overwhelmingly European with a First World voice; he
makes no reference to scholarship of different perspectives, such as liberation
theology.?*® Though certain ethical concepts such as virtue and casuistry are mentioned
occasionally, there is no direct sustained reference to any ethical theory.?**

Second, I would agree with most of the commentators that Ethik des Neuen
Testaments is a comprehensive survey of New Testament ethics, both in terms of breadth
and depth.?*? However, he treats certain New Testament writings (e.g., 2 Peter and Jude)
in a disproportionately brief manner.?** One wonders if these writings are of no or little
ethical significance. Finally, aside from the Christological love, Schrage does not propose
“a unity of New Testament ethics.”?**

Nevertheless, I agree that Schrage’s exegetical presentation is a balanced one and
can be described as a kind of “middle road position.”** While some commentators
criticized it as unoriginal and uncreative,?*® I believe that Schrage’s comprehensive

treatment of ‘the ethics developed during the early church’ is uncommon among other

similar works.

%9 Ringe, 355-56.
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In short, Schrage’s Ethik des Neuen Testaments is, as Schnackenburg rightly notes,
a ‘standard work’ done in a conventional manner.?*’ It is a careful analysis of the ethics
of the New Testament in general and in particular, and has been foundational in the study

of New Testament ethics among biblical scholars.

2.2 Richard B. Hays

Richard Hays, a Methodist and currently a professor of New Testament at Duke
University Divinity School, is noted for his contributions in the field of New Testament
ethics, particularly Paul.?*® His The Moral Vision of New Testament has been a widely
discussed work among biblical scholars and Christian ethicists. In fact, since the early
eighties, Hays has been writing on New Testament ethics focusing on particular Pauline
writings with relevant ethical issues. For instance, in Christology and Ethics in Galatians:
The Law of Christ, Hays, by careful exegesis of the texts, demonstrates that Paul’s ethical
exhortations to the Galatians (Galatians 5 and 6) have a Christological ground in that the
law of Christ is a paradigm for the life of individual believers and the Christian
community.?*

However, throughout the whole decade of the nineties, Hays has shifted his

interest to the methodological discussion of New Testament ethics itself. Two related

essays of this period are particularly noteworthy for they reveal Hays’s own conviction

7 Daly, 172.

8 Richard A. Burridge, “A New Testament Ethics for South Africa,” Journal of Theology for Southern
Africa 102 (November 1998): 72.

%9 Richard Hays, “Christology and Ethics in Galatians: The Law of Christ,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 49
(April 1987): 272-73.
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regarding New Testament ethics, namely, that New Testament ethics as a normative
theological discipline.”® And based on this conviction Hays proposes a multi-task
framework in doing New Testament ethics. In the first essay, “Scripture-Shaped
Community: The Problem of Method in New Testament Ethics,” Hays suggests a
threefold task in New Testament ethics that applies to the interpretation of texts, namely,
the descriptive, synthetic, and hermeneutical tasks.?>! The need for a multifold task, Hays
observes, is the fact that “critical exegesis exacerbates the hermeneutical problem rather
than solving it” for it heightens both “our awareness of the theological diversity within
Scripture and our historical distance from the original communities.”**?

The first of the threefold task is the descriptive task—basically exegesis. However,
Hays emphasizes the need of a thick description (by means of historical criticism, for
example) for the moral teachings of the New Testament are found not only in those
explicit teachings but also “in the stories, symbols, social structures, and practices that
shape the community’s ethos.”?*

The synthetic task aims at seeking possible coherence and unity of ethical
perspective within the diverse New Testament writings. Hays explains that this task is a

necessity if one has theological concerns in view in the pursuit of New Testament

ethics.?* While he insists that we must confront the full range of canonical witnesses and

0 Hays, “Scripture-shaped Community: The Problem of Method in New Testament Ethics,” 43; “New
Testament Ethics. A Theological Task,” 103.

2! Hays, “Scripture-shaped Community,” 43-44.
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let the tensions stand, still he acknowledges that a cluster of images emerges.?>> These
images are “capable of providing an interpretive framework that links and illumines the
individual writings” and are needed to handle tensions among the diverse canon and to
ground unity for New Testament’s moral vision.”*® As a result, he proposes three
governing images for guiding synthetic reflection: the church as a counter-cultural
community of discipleship; Jesus’ death on the cross as a paradigm for being faithfulness
to God in this world; and the proleptical presence of the new creation.*’

The task of hermeneutics, in bridging the gap between the text and ourselves

»28__t0 place ourselves imaginatively

requires “an integrative act of the imagination
within the text’s own world.

However, five years after the publication of this essay, in his address to the
Society of Christian ethics Hays added a fourth task: the theological task. This addition
was based on two beliefs. First, “Christian ethics is fundamentally a hermeneutical
enterprise: [It] must begin and end in the interpretation and application of Scripture for
the life of the community of faith.”?® Second, the telos of New Testament ethics is “the
formation of communities seeking to live under the Word,”*® that is, the formation of an

eschatological community that serves as a sign of God’s kingdom.?*

2% |bid.. Hays later added a third guideline in his book The Moral Vision of the New Testament, namely,
“Be attentive to the diverse literary genres.”
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The theological task is thus a pragmatic task that aims at shaping the Christian
community into “living embodiments of the meaning of the NT texts.”?*? It also serves as
tests for the capacity of the other three tasks in producing ‘good fruit’—individuals and
communities whose character corresponds to Jesus Christ.?®®

Hays brings the fourfold task for New Testament ethics together with the three
governing images in his significant book The Moral Vision of New Testament.?** As the
title of the book may suggest, Hays focuses on the ‘ethical vision’ of the New Testament
and illustrates how it ought to shape the values and practices of Christian community
today.?® The book is thus divided into four inter-related parts corresponding to the
fourfold task. In Part One, the descriptive task surveys the major New Testament writings
that are chosen because of their substance and historic significance.?®® For Hays, although
exegesis itself does not offer concrete answers to our contemporary moral issues, when
rightly interpreted, Scripture can provide authoritative guidance for moral decision-
making:?*" “The Bible’s perspective on moral issues is privileged and offers the best

guidance in Christian decision-making.”?®®

Hays sketches “the distinctive moral visions embodied in each of these texts.”?*°

Among the Pauline writings, Hays identifies three theological motifs—eschatology, the
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cross, and the new community in Christ—that provide the cosmic, apocalyptic
framework for Paul’s moral vision of “koinonia of Christ’s sufferings.”?"

With regard to the gospels, he focuses on their Christology, ecclesiology and
eschatological expectation: In the case of Matthew’s version of Sermon on the Mount
(and the Beatitudes in particular), Hays points out that the Sermon portrays Jesus as an
authoritative teacher whose authority goes beyond that of the Law.?’* These texts are
Jesus’ basic training on discipleship and “call for a life of uncompromising rigor in
discipleship...[through which] the character of community is sketched...[This
community] is a contrast society...lives now in anticipation of ultimate restoration by
God...[and] seeks to embody this eschatological vision of God’s righteousness.”?"?

The book of Revelation is identified as a political resistance document similar to
that of the book of Daniel. Hays understands its moral vision of resistance as shaped by
the apocalyptic eschatology that offers hope, consolation and warrants for obedience.?”®
In each treatment, Hays concludes with illustrations of “how these particular visions had
concrete implications for the behavior and life of the early Church.”?"*

Regarding the approach used in this exegetical descriptive task, although Hays

acknowledges the need to attend to the developmental history of moral teaching traditions,

he defines his approach as predominantly literary—a method that emphasizes the shape

219 1bid., 19, 26-27, 46.

21 |pid., 95.

212 1hid., 97-98, 321.

23 1bid., 170, 179-80.

24 Senior, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 134.
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of the whole work, as in his treatment of the Gospel of Mark.?”®> And the order of
discussion is primarily historical rather than canonical: It begins with Pauline writings
and then moves onto the evangelists’ narratives and other epistles.

The second part of the book focuses on the discussion of the plausibility of a
coherent normative New Testament ethics.?’® He tries to identify the single moral vision
of the New Testament which becomes a framework within which moral judgment takes
place.?”” Although Hays admits that a single unifying notion is inadequate, he is
convinced that synthesis is possible and thus aims at articulating wherein the unity of
moral visions lies.””® His approach is basically one of induction—by means of trial and
error various metaphors and images are tested to see if they illuminate the whole New
Testament.?”® Hays restates those three governing images he identified earlier, namely,
community, cross and new creation, as focal images and lenses in the discernment of
what is fundamental in the ethical vision of New Testament as a whole.?®® With regards
to the use of images, Hays basically holds that “the unity and sense of Scripture can be
grasped only through an act of metaphorical imagination that focuses the diverse contents
of the texts in terms of a particular ‘imaginative characterization.””?*

In Part Three, Hays offers hermeneutical proposals based on his examination of

how selected theological ethicists (e.g., Karl Barth and Stanley Hauerwas) have used

2® Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 74; David Herbert, review of The Moral Vision of the
New Testament, by Richard Hays, Modern Believing 39, no. 3 (July 1998): 55.

278 Herbert, 56.

2" Richard Alan Young, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, Journal of
the Evangelical Theological Society 42, no. 1 (March 1999): 137.

28 Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 191.

2% §pohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New Testament Ethics,” 528.

80 james T. Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, Theology Today
55, no. 1 (April 1998): 97; Hays, 200.

281 Hays, “New Testament Ethics,” 107.
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Scripture. He first discusses four modes of moral discourse, i.e., rules, principles,
paradigms, and symbolic worlds, in which contemporary ethicists appeal to Scripture as a
basis for moral reflection.?®* He evaluates how Scripture is employed by those ethicists
and how it is related to other sources.?®®

The last part of the book is a concrete elaboration of what Hays means by
theological task. In it he applies his methodological framework onto some specific ethical
issues, including violence and abortion, and offers plan of action. The issues chosen are
based on the presumption that they require different ways of drawing upon the New
Testament.?®* In doing so, he follows the sequence of the fourfold task: 1) Reads the
relevant texts carefully; 2) evaluates them in light of the three focal images; 3) reflects on
the modes used in these texts; and 4) draws normative conclusions for each of these
issues.?®® For example, Hays selects parts of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7 as
the key text in his discussion of using violence in defense of justice:?*® He first concludes
from exegetical investigation that the normative teaching of the selected text (5:38-48) is
nonviolent love of enemies. He then reads the text through the lenses of community,
cross, and new creation, and concludes that Christian community is called to be a one of
reconciliation that determines to suffer for its witness and yet will be vindicated by the

resurrection of the dead. By reflecting upon various modes of appropriation he claims

%82 Freeman Sleeper, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, Interpretation 52,
no. 2 (April 1998): 202.

%8 As Freeman Sleeper summarizes, “Hays discusses moral judgment as an imaginative or metaphorical act,
the need for any metaphor to be embodied in the church, and the use of the Old Testament.” See Sleeper,
review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 202.

%4 Gilbert Meilaender, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, First Things

78 (December 1997): 64.

%5 Young, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 137.

%6 Hays, 317-44.
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that all testify against the use of violence. Finally, he draws a normative conclusion that
the Church is called to be a community of peace.

As a whole, Hays’s project has been well received by both theological ethicists
and biblical scholars as a significant resource for New Testament ethics.”®” The work is
applauded for its comprehensiveness and for being extra-ordinary: With the insertion of
Part Three and Four, the book is able to take on the whole task from the descriptive to the
normative, and from theory to practice.?®® As Harrington succinctly points out, Hays goes
beyond the level of description as other conventional biblical scholars did, such as
Wolfgang Schrage.?*

Unfortunately, some are concerned with the adequacy of Hays’s discussion on the
overarching content issues of Scripture and ethics themselves.”° For example, Johnson
points out that there is no discussion of the relation of ethics to moral formation within

d.?°! Above all the criticisms

the community, and that the approach remains act-oriente
fell on Part One and Two.
With regards to the order of his exegetical descriptive task, Hays believes that

New Testament ethics is contained not in a historical reconstruction of Jesus’ teaching

but in its canonical writings, ** but the decision to treat the historical Jesus only briefly is

%87 Frank J. Matera, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, Theological
Studies 58 (September 1997): 537.

288 Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 98; Luke Timothy Johnson, review of The
Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, Commonweal 124 (June 6 1997): 23.

%8 Harrington and Keenan, 21.

%0 Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 97; Johnson, review of The Moral Vision of
the New Testament, 25.

! johnson, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 25. Bretzke is also concerned with the
complaint that treatment of ethics is lacking. See Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New
Testament, 97.

22 Matera, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 538.
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somehow unconvincing. Second, | agree with the criticism that the content of the
descriptive treatment itself is rather imbalanced or incomprehensive.?* For instance,
Richard Burridge points out that many of the later/deutero Pauline writings (such as
Colossians) and non-Pauline epistles are barely mentioned.?** James McDonald argues
that the epistle of James, being the most ‘moral’ of all epistles with a moral tradition
different from Pauline tradition should not be neglected.?*®

While scholars consider Part Two a unique contribution, some are concerned that
the attempt to seek synthesis has the danger of neglecting voices that either do not fit the
agenda or are already comprehended within the agenda.?*® They perceive what is
problematic is the fact that it “disrupts the narrative structure of the New Testament and
may leave out essential elements.”?*’

For many the main concern seems to be the three proposed focal images. On the
one hand, they question the adequacy of these three images—and in particular the image
of ‘new community’—for embracing the diverse images in the New Testament.?*® For
instance, Burridge points out that since the lens of love is crucial in relation to Jesus’
ethics and is used far more often than ‘cross’ or ‘community’, he doubts “whether these

images will serve his purpose.” 2°° Frank Matera argues that the three images are so

similar to the categories Hays employs in his discussion of Pauline writings, he wonders

23 Spohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New Testament Ethics?” 526; McDonald, review of The Moral Vision
of the New Testament, 278.

294 Burridge, “A New Testament Ethics for South Africa,” 72.

2% McDonald, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 278.

2 Herbert, 59; Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 97.

27 young, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament,137.

2% Sleeper, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 202; Spohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New
Testament Ethics,” 528; Burridge, “A New Testament Ethics for South Africa,” 73.
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whether Paul’s writing is the ultimate determination of Hays’s understanding of the New
Testament’s moral vision.*® Richard Young thus suggests that Hays “is already engaged
in synthesis during the descriptive task.”*"*

Harrington and Keenan’s criticism deserves our attention. They comment that
unlike feminists and liberation theologians, Hays fails to take into account “the social
location of the one using these master lenses.”% They argue that the discussion of the
exegete’s own social location is crucial for the agent’s own understanding of Scripture.®*®
Keenan further claims that the ability to recognize the good in Scripture does not depend
on ‘impersonal” images/lenses. He counter proposes fundamental internal character traits
needed for the individual and the community to understand Scripture.** However, both
Harrington and Keenan suggest that Hays’s insight of searching for focal images is in
tune with their own virtue ethics model in that those lenses correlate with certain virtues
and both “serve to guide us more accurately in our biblical evaluations and syntheses.”%
Not surprisingly, we can name the second part “the most creative and controversial
aspect” of Hays’s whole framework 3%

Finally, regarding Hays’s treatment of the last two tasks, that is, the analysis on
how some ethicists have used Scripture and the application of the framework in ethical

issues, some Catholic commentators are somehow disappointed that the choice of these

ethicists lacks Catholic representation that may challenge Hays’s perception of how

%90 Matera, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 538.
¥ young, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 137.
%2 Harrington and Keenan, 29.
303 H
Ibid..
9% 1bid., 29, 109, 198.
%% Ipid., 29.
%06 Spohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New Testament Ethics?” 528.

67



307

Scripture is the privileged source.”™" Others are disappointed that Hays’s work still asserts

that non-biblical sources—tradition, reason and experience—as subordinate to

308

Scripture.”™ However, some Catholics like Spohn praise Hays for “moving from text to

life by appealing to metaphor, which is the creative coupling of unrelated terms that

provokes new insight.”**

He adds that what stands out most is “the sophistication of
Hays’s method in moving from text to world.”*'

In sum, Hays’s project is highly valuable in informing and shaping our ongoing
discussion of the role of Scripture in ethics as well as the unity of New Testament ethics.

Furthermore, the overall methodology of Hays’s work can be applicable to Old

Testament ethics. 3!

2.3 Frank J. Matera

Among those factors that invite commentators to compare the works of Hays and
Matera is the fact that Matera’s New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul
was published in the same year as was Hays’s work.*'? Matera, a Catholic priest, is a
professor of New Testament at Catholic University of America. He was trained in both

Europe and America with a concentration on Pauline letters and New Testament

%07 Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 98.

%%8 Walter J. Woods, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, by Richard Hays, America 177
(August 16-23 1997): 27; Johnson, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 24.

%9 Spohn, “Is There Such a Thing as New Testament Ethics,” 529.
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311 Bretzke, review of The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 97.

%12 Frank J. Matera, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox, 1996). Andrew T. Lincoln, review of New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul,
by Frank J. Matera, Pro Ecclesia 8, no. 1 (Winter 1999): 120.
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theology.**® He is the author of not a few books, including Galatians in the Sacra Pagina
series.*'* However, since the time of teaching in St. John Seminary in Boston (1982-87),
Matera has published a number of exegetical articles with special interest on the Passion
and Death of Jesus as recorded by the evangelists.*™ Like Hays, Matera also published
an article on New Testament ethics—Ethics for the Kingdom of God: The Gospel
according to Mark®*®—prior to the publication of his New Testament Ethics. To a certain
extent, as seen in the role played by Hays’s own articles, this article anticipates the kind
of New Testament ethics to be found in the book. In it, Matera claims that narrative has
an ethical dimension—it creates “a moral universe within which characters choose good
and evil.”*!” And in the case of Mark’s narrative, it is the kingdom of God that structures
its moral universe. The corresponding ethical response includes repentance and faith.*'?
As a result, Matera argues that “a careful study of the narrative theology in Mark’s gospel
can enrich Catholic moral theology by refocusing attention upon the kingdom of God as
the essential foundation for Christian ethics.”**® A fuller discussion of the ethics

prescribed in each of the New Testament writings, however, is found in his New

Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul that is published in 1996.

*13 Frank J. Matera, “Christ in the Theologies of Paul and John,” Theological Studies 67, no. 2 (June 2006):
237.

%14 See Frank J. Matera, “Galatians and the Development of Paul’s Teaching on Justification,” Word &
World 20 no. 3 (Summer 2000): 239.
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New Testament Ethics is the second of his trilogy of New Testament studies.**
The goal of his second work is “to describe as accurately as possible the moral and
ethical vision that a given writing proposes.”*** This is based on the observation that New

d.322 Matera is thus

Testament writings are diverse, historically and culturally conditione
concerned that the traditional diachronic and synchronic methods used in New Testament
ethics are inadequate in one way or another in handling the texts: Diachronic method, by
focusing upon chronological development within New Testament ethics and digging
through the layers of traditions to Jesus’ moral teaching, “fragments the New Testament
witness and tends to devalue later New Testament writings;” while the synchronic
approach, though preserving the integrity of the New Testament, “often mutes the
individual voices.”*?* Consequently, he proposes an approach that aims at revealing
certain ethical principles that are consistently applied in the texts Matera examines.3**
This approach is founded on the assumption that “the primary object of New
Testament ethics should be the writings of the New Testament ...and [its] primary
subject is the ethical teachings of these writings.”*?* In other words, what is decisive in

shaping the moral life of the Church is the New Testament writings themselves; and the

approach to New Testament ethics should not be a historical reconstruction or theological

20 Chris McMahon, review of New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul, by Frank J. Matera,
Living Light 36 (January, 2001): 71. The other two works of his trilogy are: Passion Narratives and Gospel
Theologies (1986) and New Testament Christology (1999). In 2007, he publishes New Testament Theology
that offers a better treatment of the Kingdom of God theme.

321 McMahon, 71.
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Catholic Biblical Quarterly 60, no. 2 (April 1998): 370.
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synthesis of the ethical teachings of Jesus and Paul.**® Rather, it should focus on the
moral teaching ascribed to them.**’ For this and other reasons, Matera does not provide a
comprehensive study of New Testament ethics or recover the ethics of the historical Jesus
but limits it only to the ethical ‘legacies’ of Jesus and Paul—the ethics of Jesus and Paul
as portrayed or represented by relevant writings.**® He focuses on the literary, theological,
and rhetorical character of individual writings and hence primarily employs literary and
rhetorical methods in order to trace those major themes common to these writings.*%°
While he is aware of the historical and sociological aspects of these writings, such as the
question of dating and sources, Matera’s work is basically descriptive rather than
hermeneutical.>*

Matera presents his findings in two parts, namely, the legacies of Jesus and Paul.
The part on the legacy of Jesus is drawn from the Synoptic gospels as well as the
Johannine writings. The order of discussion generally follows the canonical order.

Among the Synoptic gospels, Matera argues that they are focused on the
proclamation of the coming of the kingdom and so the moral norm is one’s response to
the coming for the kingdom. The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7, for instance, is

perceived as a presentation of an ethics of the kingdom of God, namely, doing the greater

%26 |_incoln, 119.
z; Matera, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul, 8.
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%29 |bid., 7; Freeman Sleeper, review of New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul, by Frank J.
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righteousness.*** The Beatitudes, specifically, is an introduction to the Sermon and
identifies who the righteous ones are—they are the disciples who live in light of the
coming kingdom of God.3*

And in the Gospel of John, ethics becomes Christology and the subsequent moral
norm is instead one’s response to Jesus’ commandment to love one another. Still, the
distinctive themes identified in each gospel tradition converge back to Jesus. Thus, the
common moral themes traced in the legacy of Jesus include the kingdom of God,
repentance, faith, love, discipleship and judgment.®**®
Although each writing has a different emphasis and the interpretation of these

themes varies, >

Matera points out that they all manifest a common origin—they are
derived from Jesus’ own teaching and hence reflect certain commonalities among
them.®* The above-mentioned Matthaean Sermon and Beatitudes, therefore, is
understood as Jesus’ outstanding ethical teaching.

Regarding the moral teachings from the legacy of Paul, although it consists of the

336

ethical instruction found especially in Galatians and Romans,”” Matera points out that no

single Pauline writing can “represent a systematic development of ethical theory or a

! Matera, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul, 44-45.
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337 Hence Matera “relates each [Pauline and

compendium of Paul’s moral teaching.
Deutero-Pauline] letter to its own background and shows the importance of themes such
as election, the necessity to recognize and build up the church community by works of
love, Paul as a trustworthy model of Christian living, justification by faith and the
churches’ needs of reliable teachers and sound teachings.”**® He points out that these
recurring themes are also manifested in the Pastorals despite their eschatological and
ecclesiological orientations.**®

What follows is a concluding chapter that offers a synthesis of the ethical legacies
of Jesus and Paul. Although Matera does not offer any theological themes or focal images
as Hays does, he identifies several general conclusions (or theses) about the shape of
New Testament ethics:**® 1) The moral life of believers is a response to God’s offer of
salvation; 2) it is lived within a community of disciples; 3) their moral life is guided by
the examples of Jesus and Paul; 4) it is directed towards God and towards the fulfillment
of God’s will; 5) it is manifested in our worship and our love towards others; and 6) our
moral life is an ultimate expression of faith. Matera thus concludes that the overall ethical
teaching of the New Testament “is inextricably bound up with the message of

59341

salvation, and the whole project is actually a first attempt toward a systematic

presentation of New Testament ethics.3*2
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Matera’s work on New Testament ethics draws broad scholarly attention.
Concrete evidence of this is the number of reviews written since the book is published.**®
The general comment is positive, and the work is praised for the good amount of useful
information and materials offered, as well as the provision of a concise, up-to-date

analysis of the materials .>**

In fact, the work is often compared with Hays’s The Moral
Vision of the New Testament. For example, with regards to the quantitative aspect of
Matera’s work, one commentator writes: “Hays’s first section covers similar ground to
Matera’s monograph...but in the material they have in common, Matera, not surprising,
is frequently the more comprehensive...Matera provides a valuable alternative or
supplement to Hays.”345

Unfortunately, many commentators are concerned with the quality of the contents.
Not a few scholars comment that the work reads more like a New Testament
‘introduction’ with ethical questions in the foreground than a volume that significantly

348 Moreover, the ethical claims of

advances our understanding of New Testament ethics.
the study are rather modest and hence are “not exactly what one might expect from a

study on ethics.”**" They call for a more probing and critical analysis.**® For instance,

apart from repentance and faith, what kind of relationships, values, and practices does the

3 There are over 20 reviews written in English and Spanish.
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kingdom of God demand?**® On the other hand, even though Matera makes it clear that
his task is purely descriptive, not a few commentators still hope that he can move beyond
mere description.**°

Nevertheless, what is encouraging in Matera’s work is his methodological
orientation. He attempts to transcend the limitations of the historical-critical method in
New Testament studies.*®" And his attempt toward a systematic presentation of New
Testament ethics further demonstrates his effort to reconcile the two traditional

(diachronic and synchronic) approaches.*?

Matera’s new approach is not without puzzles,
though, at least on the practical level. In the first place, how does he select and categorize
the ethical contents of the writings? For instance, his chapter headings disclose his own
biases: One may ask why ‘election’, instead of ‘suffering’ is highlighted in the treatment
of the Letters to the Thessalonians.*** Second, some scholars wonder on what grounds
Matera omits the Letter to the Hebrews, Philemon and the book of Revelation.*** Third
and last, there is a fundamental issue of the connection between the legacy of Jesus and
that of Paul.®*® Matera seems to take this connection for granted.

Moreover, although Matera insists that his work is purely descriptive, a trace of a

hermeneutic stance can be found. For example, one reviewer notes that in his treatment of

9 Ibid..
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homosexuality in Romans 1 Matera adds a footnote saying, “Paul, I suspect, would find
the contemporary understanding of homosexuality as an orientation quite puzzling.”**®
All in all, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul and its new,
‘middle course’ approach provide valuable insight for methodological discussion of New
Testament ethics.**” The Catholic perspective which Matera brings in offers additional
contribution to this discussion. Now | turn to another biblical scholar who offers a

different perspective, namely, the feminist perspective, in her discussion of New

Testament studies.

2.4 Sandra M. Schneiders

Sandra Schneiders, I.LH.M., a member of a Roman Catholic women’s religious
order,**® has been Professor of New Testament and Spirituality at Jesuit School of
Theology at Berkeley®® and the Graduate Theological Union for over thirty years.
Schneiders acknowledges that since the time of writing her dissertation, her real interest
in New Testament has been rooted in spirituality—the lived faith experience—and her
feminist consciousness began to emerge at the same time.*® As she began her teaching

career Schneiders started to pay special attention to the task of hermeneutics as well, for

%6 Lincoln, 119. See Matera, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul, 293n16. Another
widely noted example is his treatment of the household codes in Ephesians and Colossians. See Matera,
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®7 \/erheyden, 80; McMahon, 72.

%8 Sandra M. Schneiders, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1999), 4.

%9 Starting from Fall 2010 JSTB will be affiliated to Santa Clara University.

%0 Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 2.

76



she was convinced that an interpretation that “adequately takes into account the complex

»381__js crucial to biblical

nature and multiple dimensions of the text and the reader
scholarship. All these personal reflections have led her to attempt to construct “an
interdisciplinary theory of biblical hermeneutics that can ground a coherent
methodological pluralism.”**? Schneiders thus has written quite a number of scholarly
essays to bring these issues—hermeneutics, spirituality and feminist perspective—to the

biblical enterprise. For instance, in a series of articles®®

she carefully discusses the task
of hermeneutics in order to reconcile the unnecessary antagonism between scholars and
believers and to advocate a model of biblical interpretation that is “at once intellectually
responsible and spiritually fruitful.”***

In these articles, Schneiders notes the growing awareness among biblical
scholars—the recognition that there is no pure objectivity in exegesis and the importance
of treating the Bible as literature first and only secondly history.*®® She also points out the

developments of biblical-theology movement and of redaction criticism that led to the

view that the literal sense of the text does not only contain historical but also
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Transformative Feminist Reading,” in What is John? Readers and Readings of the Fourth Gospel, ed.
Fernando F. Segovia (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1996).

%4 sandra M. Schneiders, “Church and Biblical Scholarship in Dialogue.” Theology Today 42, no. 3
(October 1985): 353.

%5 Schneiders, “Faith, Hermeneutics, and the Literal Sense of Scripture,” 722. Schneiders cites R. M. Grant,
A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible, rev. ed. (New York: MacMillian, 1963), chap. 15.
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theological—as well as spiritual and moral—concerns.**® These developments further
lead to the rise of ‘theological exegesis’, that tends to expand the understanding of a
text’s literal sense to include the intention of the divine author as recognized by the faith
community. 3’

Around the same period, according to Schneiders, Roman Catholic biblical
scholarship has gone through two important and related phases of renewal: Pius XII’s
encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu (1943) gave approval for the “unhampered use of
modern methods of biblical criticism [such as historical and literary criticisms] by Roman
Catholic exegetes.”*®® Vatican II’s dogmatic constitution on divine revelation, Dei
Verbum (1965) emphasized the Bible’s central role in church life. These developments
brought about certain academic and pastoral consequences to Catholic biblical studies:**°
1) A division of labor within theology that implies that exegetes need not deal with the
theological and pastoral implications emerged from their findings; 2) the challenge of
academic world that calls for multi- and inter-disciplinary interpretation of biblical texts;
and 3) the growing role of the Bible as a theological source book that informs other
theological disciplines, especially spirituality and pastoral morality.

Therefore, Schneiders is concerned about “how modern biblical scholarship can

be responsibly incorporated into the thought and life of a Church,” especially in dealing

%% Ibid., 722-24.

%7 |bid., 724-29. Schneiders notes that although the term can be understood in various ways the explicit
faith attitude toward the text is common to all. Schneiders cites R.A.F. MacKenzie, “The Self-
Understanding of the Exegete,” in Theology, Exegesis, and Proclamation, ed. R. Murphy (New York:
Herder and Herder, 1971), 11-19.

%8 Schneiders, “From Exegesis to Hermeneutics: The Problem of the Contemporary Meaning of Scripture,”
25. Schneiders cites Divino Afflante Spiritu, par. 11-48.

%9 Ibid., 27-28.
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with pastoral moral issues such as homosexuality, divorce, and remarriage.*”® She argues
that Catholic biblical scholars can “no longer [be] immune from the theological and
pastoral consequences of [their] work.”*"* This is very important. Earlier exegesis, unlike
hermeneutics, was considered as objective, non-interpretive science. Anyone with
training could exegete the same text as another and the exegesis would presumably be the
same. The social location of the exegete was not important as it was for those in
hermeneutics. But Schneiders contends against this position.

The exegetical task of biblical scholarship, as Schneiders understands, is
important but not enough for it “does not produce a full and mature understanding of the
text.”*’? Hence, based on the insights of contemporary philosophical hermeneutical
theory such as Paul Ricoeur’s notion of ‘text’, Schneiders advocates for a hermeneutical
model for biblical studies—one that would “include both the philosophical and the
literary dimensions and within which historical-critical exegesis would be properly seen
as an indispensible moment in the full interpretive process.”373 She notes,

The text becomes semantically independent of the intention of its

author...[The] literary genre is not simply a useful device for classifying

texts but is actually a code which shapes the material in a certain way and

also determines in certain ways the interpretive activity of the reader...[A

text] once written is no longer determined by the understanding of the

original audience [but] open to whoever can read it...[and it] transcends

what it says and is contemporaneous with every reader involved in the
existential complexities of the human condition.*"*

% bid., 24.

¥ bid., 27.

%72 |pid., 32, 38.

373 Schneiders, “The Paschal Imagination: Objectivity and Subjectivity in New Testament Interpretation,”
58.

%74 Schneiders, “From Exegesis to Hermeneutics,” 33-34.
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For Schneiders, the ultimate object of biblical scholarship is the contemporary
meaning of the text.>” Thus, she calls for greater responsibilities on the part of Catholic
biblical scholars to go beyond seeking what the text meant alone.

A more mature and comprehensive presentation of her insights is found in her two
rather recent books, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred
Scripture and Written that You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel 3

The Revelatory Text is basically a study in hermeneutics. Schneiders notes that
contemporary New Testament scholarship lacks a developed hermeneutical theory.*”’
Thus she hopes “to elaborate a theory of interpretation that can ground a reading of the
text that is unreservedly critical, on the one hand, and that interacts meaningfully with the
personal and communal spiritual life of the believing reader...on the other.”*"® For
Schneiders a text is not simply a collection of words that has only a single meaning but
“an experience which has the power to transform us in the encounter between the text and
the interpreter.”>’® She thus identifies such hermeneutical theory of biblical interpretation
as the ‘integral’ or ‘transformative’ interpretation.

In so doing Schneiders begins with the discussion of the text itself: As Sacred

Scripture the New Testament is a symbolic revelatory text and the Word of God. The

Word in turn is a metaphorical concept and symbolic witness whose central symbol is

¥ Ipid., 37.

376 Schneiders, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture; Written that You
May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1999).

377 Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 21.

%8 bid., 13.

379 sandra M. Schneiders, “New Testament Reflections on Peace and Nuclear Arms,” in Catholics and
Nuclear War: A Commentary on the Challenge of Peace, the U.S. Catholic Bishops’ Pastoral Letter on
War and Peace, ed. Philip J. Murnion (New York: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1983), 94.
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380 The Tradition canonizes the New Testament

Jesus Christ and its truth as transcendent.
“as its authentic and normative self-expression, and constitutes its integral and
authoritative context of interpretation.”*** Faith is therefore a necessity for interpreting
the New Testament as Sacred Scripture.

Schneiders draws upon the hermeneutical insights of Hans-Georg Gadamer and
Paul Ricoeur in her discussion and construction of a threefold schema: ‘The world behind
the text’, ‘the world of the text’, and ‘the world before the text’. The first of this threefold
schema is concerned “with what gave rise to the text and with the relationship of these
facts to the text itself.”*®? Historical criticism is normally employed in this phase. Yet,
Schneiders exposes the limitations of employing historical criticism alone and points out
that biblical exegesis is only a phase within the interpretive project.*®?

“The world of the text’ focuses on the Bible as witness. It sees the text as a
linguistic entity and hence uses literary critical methods to study the text itself. The last of
the threefold schema tries to invite the reader to enter its world and thus leads to a
transformative experience for the reader. As one commentator succinctly puts it, this
schema “reflect ways of understanding the text in relation to the originating experience,
to the dynamics within the written text, and, then, to the activity of the reader in the

. 4
circumstances of today.”38

%80 Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 60; William Baird, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the
New Testament as Sacred Scripture, by Sandra M. Schneiders, Encounter 54, no. 1 (Winter 1993): 93.

%! Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 90.

%2 |pid., 127.

%3 |bid., 101, 124.

%4 Michael Cahill, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, by
Sandra M. Schneiders, Theology Today 49, no. 3 (October 1992): 415.
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In her discussion of methodology Schneiders claims that since the content and
form of the text are historical-theological and literary-historical respectively, a plurality
of approaches and methods must be employed in the process.*®® By referring to the
‘historical Jesus’ research as an example, Schneiders points out that ‘historical Jesus’ is
only a symbolic medium while the ‘proclaimed Jesus’ (which is the ‘real Jesus’ and the
object of our Christian faith) is “the construct of the Christian theological and spiritual
imagination.”*® Thus, while historical criticism is essential, it is insufficient and hence
other methodological approaches such as literary, sociological/psychological, and
ideological criticisms are needed so as to probe into the theological, religious, and
spiritual dimensions of the text.*®" In particular, Schneiders highlights the importance of
ideology criticism in forming an integral interpretation: ldeology criticism points out that
there is an ideology in both the text and the interpreter. Schneiders uses it to criticize
those ideologies “in respect to the oppressive distortion of reality...[and] to protect the
text from a premature appropriation by the reader.” **® Schneiders then concludes this
work with an application of this integral or transformative interpretation to her feminist
analysis of a particular Johannine story (Jesus’ conversation with a Samaritan woman in
John 4:1-42). Rightly she is praised for her investigations about “the nature of exegesis

and the role of theological commitments in interpretation.”*®°

%5 Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 114.

%% Mary C. Boys, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, by
Sandra M. Schneiders, Cross Currents 42, no. 2 (Summer 1992): 249. For her fourfold distinction of Jesus,
see Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, xxi-XxXx.

%7 Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 127.

%8 |bid., 120-21, 171.

%9 Kathryn Greene-McCreight, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred
Scripture, by Sandra M. Schneiders, Journal of Religion 74, no. 1 (January 1994): 93.

82



Written that You May Believe is published in the same year as The Revelatory
Text is. The main section of this book is actually a collection of articles that Schneiders
had written on the fourth gospel. However, as Schneiders points out, they represent a
single, particular, and original approach to New Testament writings that she has been
advocating elsewhere:**° An approach that “engage[s] the spirituality of the biblical text
through rigorously critical study...[with an objective] to contribute both to the faith life
of readers. ..and to the ongoing enterprise of biblical scholarship.”*** Therefore, the book
can be seen as an application (and continuation) of what Schneiders has attempted in The
Revelatory Text by setting it in the context of the Fourth gospel: An integral or
transformative hermeneutical methodology with a feminist perspective.**

Still, Schneiders restates clearly that the use of critical methods of biblical
scholarship is needed for the sake of allowing the message and method of the biblical text
to influence its readers.**® She explains that these methods, though not a primary or
sufficient approach, help clarify what is unclear in the text for texts are historical artifacts
in the first place.*** This emphasis reminds us that the hermeneutical task is by no means
a substitute of the descriptive task in New Testament ethics. Rather, what is needed is an

integration of historical questions and methods with contemporary concerns and methods.

0 Schneiders, Written that You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (New

York: Crossroad Publishing, 1999), 1.

¥ bid., 1-2.

%2 |bid., 5. Unfortunately, in both works, the whole Old Testament and New Testament canon is employed
to support her discussion of specific Johannine texts. The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7, for
instance, was cited only once to point out that the Fourth gospel does not deal with any explicit moral
commandments. See Schneiders, Written that You May Believe, 13.

%% 1bid., 20.

%% 1bid., 178-79.
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It echoes with Hays’s argument for a multi-task in biblical interpretation that we
reviewed in The Moral Vision of New Testament.

Schneiders’s overall treatment of the Fourth gospel, therefore, involves the
following four necessary (but of varying importance) operations.** The first is the use of
historical criticism to correctly investigate the historical world behind the Johannine text.
The second is the use of literary criticism to construe the meaning of the text in all its
literary specificity so as to be the ‘script’ that governs the interaction between the author
and the reader. The third operation makes use of redaction criticism to analyze the
theological content of the text that helps us to grasp its transformative meaning. The
fourth and last operation is to engage the transformative potential of the text.

However, what adds to her insightful integral interpretation is that it is written
from a feminist perspective. She notes that feminist criticism helps to “detect and expose
gender bias in the text and/or the history of interpretation and to highlight the liberating
potential of the text, especially when it has been blunted or veiled by patriarchal
interpretation.”®® The feminist ‘suspicion’ also “alerts the interpreter to the ignoring,
neutralizing, distorting, or suppressing of women’s experience and all that relates to
it.”* Thus, from a feminist standpoint Schneiders concludes that women in John’s
gospel played unconventional roles, held remarkable original relationships with Jesus,
and took extraordinary initiative within the community:**® They officially represent the

community in confessing its faith, accepting salvation, witnessing the gospel. In other

3% Ipid., 21-22.
3% pid., 5.

7 1hid., 124.
38 1hid., 113-14.
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words, they hold important apostleship as the male disciples do. Or, as in the
interpretation of John 3:1-15, a feminist perspective allows her to recognize in the
Nicodemus episode the femininity of God that has long been suppressed by the male
religious establishment.>*

In fact, according to Schneiders, the beginning of feminist biblical criticism can
be traced back to the 19" century scholars like Elizabeth Cady Stanton before its revival
in the 1970s.%° Biblical scholars realized that many of the problems were integral to the
biblical text itself—that is, the text is ideologically biased against women—and this
realization raised a fundamental question that underlies feminist criticism, namely,
whether the biblical text can continue to function as revelatory text once a reader’s
feminist consciousness has been raised?*** While the basic assumption within feminist
biblical criticism is that the text is never neutral and/or the interpreter ideologically
unbiased, there are different reactions toward this question.*®® For Schneiders she objects
to the elimination of all those biblical texts that abound with materials that can be
perceived as morally reprehensible to women.*® She believes that a text can develop and
come to mean something different from what it was originally intended.*®* In other words,

texts have a surplus of meaning that interacts with the historical consciousness of the

people.*® Therefore, the meaning intended by New Testament authors is not the only

39 1bid., 122-25.
40 1hid., 127.

1 1hid., 127-28.
02 1hid., 130.

%93 Odozor, 144.
% 1bid..

495 hid., 145.
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meaning; and the presence of certain immoral material “is not sufficient ground for
repudiating Scripture as revelatory text” or for discounting its authority.**

Schneiders believes that a hermeneutics of retrieval—that moves beyond
suspicion—is possible for feminist criticism.*®” By using the story of the Samaritan
woman in John 4:1-42 as an example, she illustrates some of the common feminist
exegetical critical strategies employed in the hermeneutics of retrieval:*® 1) Challenging
the translations (of Greek terms like hoi huioi in vv12-14 which was earlier understood as
‘his sons’) ; 2) focusing on ‘woman material’ found in the text (such as the fact that Jesus
talks to a woman in v27); 3) making women visible and constitutive of terms like ‘the
world’ in verse 2; 4) revealing what is overlooked in the text such as the fact that the
main character is a woman; and 5) challenging possible misinterpretations (that the
Samaritan woman is consistently perceived as a whore.) From this Schneiders concludes
that the story of the Samaritan woman in John 4:1-42 is a case of inclusive discipleship.

As a whole, Schneiders’s works on hermeneutics are praised for going beyond
biblical criticism (e.g., historical criticism and literary criticism, etc.) which concerns
only the text. She guides us to see how the text leads us to the transformation of the
reader and the understanding of the New Testament as revelatory text.*®® Her integral use
of different biblical approaches in exegesis as well as her demonstration with concrete

examples also lead many to applaud her for being innovative and thorough, inclusive and

“% |pid..

7 Schneiders, Written that You May Believe, 130-31.

“% |bid., 131-34. The whole discussion here appears also in The Revelatory Text. See The Revelatory Text,
chpt. 7.

‘% Baird, 92-93.
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dialogical.*® However, one commentator is concerned with the appropriateness of using
ideology criticism to rid the Bible of all its ideologies for the sake of preserving its
sacredness.”** In short, he thinks that her presuppositions from her faith are guiding her
more than the texts are. Biblical scholar Donald Senior also comments that Schneiders
has overstated biblical scholarship’s emphasis on textual objectivity, while excluding the

relevance of the audience in reading the text.**?

Nonetheless, Schneiders’s attempt to
develop an updated hermeneutical theory is recognized as courageous, admirable and
inspiring to those who are committed to biblical interpretation.**?

In addition, although Schneiders is not writing on New Testament ethics per se
and her integral/transformative interpretation is only a preliminary sketch focusing on
bridging “a historical-critical approach to the biblical text and the stance of the believing
Christian who turns to the biblical text for spiritual sustenance,”*** her works give light to
the possibility and importance of formulating a kind of biblical interpretation that is
helpful in bridging biblical scholarship and other theological disciplines, like theological

ethics in our own quest here. In fact, as seen earlier, Schneiders’s construction of an

integral or transformative interpretation is also out of a deep pastoral ethical concern.

19 bid., 92; Boys, 250; Lewis Seymour Mudge, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New

Testament as Sacred Scripture, by Sandra M. Schneiders, Christian Century 109, no. 27 (September 23-30
1992): 848.

1 Cahill, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, 415.

12 Donald Senior, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, by
Sandra M. Schneiders, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 55, no. 3 (July 1993): 610.

13 Karen A. Barta, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, by
Sandra M. Schneiders, Theological Studies 54, no. 1 (March 1993): 166; Cahill, review of The Revelatory
Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, 416; Greene-McCreight, 93; Anthony D.
Hopkins, review of The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, by Sandra M.
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Finally, she has actually applied the integral interpretation in her reflection on the
question of peace and nuclear arms, where she interprets certain relevant New Testament
visions of discipleship like Christian vocation to peace, Jesus’ love commandment, and
the ministry of reconciliation.**®

Last but not least, Schneiders’s works have demonstrated to us the importance of
searching for the meaning for the contemporary interpreter, especially from a feminist
perspective, in addition to the meaning for the original audience. As one commentator
rightly notes, this feminist approach complements and even challenges the traditional
biblical scholarship by male authors like John Meier.*® Thus, I now turn to another
biblical scholar who employs a perspective in biblical hermeneutics that in some ways

coincides with feminist perspective—their mutual resistance to any form of oppression.

2.5 Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah

The fifth and last biblical scholar to be reviewed is Rasiah Sugirtharajah, a native
Indian who lives in England and is currently a professor of biblical hermeneutics at the
University of Birmingham, England. Like Schneiders, Sugirtharajah is not writing on
biblical ethics per se; still, he has offered an alternative perspective in biblical
interpretation that can be illuminating for engaging scriptural ethics.

As a whole, Sugirtharajah’s writings and projects are predominantly focused on

biblical interpretation and hermeneutics from a particular perspective—a postcolonial,

15 5ee Schneiders, “New Testament Reflections on Peace and Nuclear Arms,” 91-105.
16 Boys, 250.
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Asian/Third world*'” perspective. The specific interest in the postcolonial Asia, apart
from his own postcolonial Asian background, can be understood from the following
explanation:*'® Sugirtharajah is concerned with the lack of a genuine, distinctive Asian
mode of reading the Bible and hence attempts to work out an alternative indigenous
Asian biblical hermeneutical theory. In concrete terms, Sugirtharajah hopes to search for
a hermeneutical practice that makes use of Asia’s cultural and social experiences to

419

illuminate the biblical texts.”” He laments that “when it comes to biblical interpretation

and evolving reading practices, [Asian interpreters] are so unoriginal.”*?

According to Sugirtharajah, current Asian biblical interpretations can be divided
into two basic types. The first, dominating, metropolitan type basically refers to the
western hermeneutics that has attained general universality. He explains that though
Asian interpreters come from diverse cultures, they share this collective hermeneutical
experience—they are “introduced to standard exegetical procedures which include
alleged objectivity, and the use of a wide variety of [methods].”*** Even among some

recent Asian exegetes, he continues, “in a very subtle manner they are based on and re-

work western models...[ Western] methodological and theoretical approaches are

“7 | follow Sugirtharajah in the use of the term ‘Third World in that it is used in a rehabilitated sense
rather than in a negative or geographical sense. It is used as “a semantic metaphor to convey the power of
imbalance between those who are politically, culturally, and economically strong, and those who are
weak.” See Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2002), 3.

18 Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, “Introduction, and Some Thoughts on Asian Biblical Hermeneutics,” Biblical
Interpretation 2, no. 3 (1994): 251-63.

19 Sugirtharajah, “Introduction, and Some Thoughts on Asian Biblical Hermeneutics,” 255.

2 Ibid., 251.

! Ibid., 252.
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creatively put to use to meet Asian needs...[they] have not felt the need to transform
them in a distinctively Asian direction.”*?

The other and less advocated type of hermeneutics is the vernacular reading of the
Bible that borrows its practice from Asia’s indigenous past. This is the first step to an
inculturated biblical criticism. However, these hermeneutical attempts are likely to be
dismissed for not conforming to western academics and for lacking in methodological
rigor.*®

Two particular attempts of biblical interpretation that belong to the first type are
the ‘Orientalist’ mode that is promoted by Westerners and functions to awake the
colony’s past which in turn enables the Christians to express Christianity in their native
form and recasts their social identity;*** and the ‘Anglicist’ mode that emphasizes the
total replacement of indigenous way of learning with Western modes of biblical
investigation/techniques and theological themes.*?® The third, ‘Nativist’ mode is an
attempt by the natives who are under the burden of Western and native influences to
animate their vernacular tradition. They insist that biblical hermeneutics must take place

in specific culture and language which helps promote the awareness of often neglected

native traditions and the use of native metaphors.*?

22 |bid..
“% bid., 254.
*2% Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism: Contesting the
Interpretations (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 7.
425 H
Ibid., 8-9.
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As colonial methods, however, all these modes/attempts have certain negative
consequences:*?’ First, apart from the issues of origin, content and execution, they are
used to reshape Asian minds. Second, they insist that the proper use of Western
exegetical methods alone can yield a right reading of the Bible. Third, they try to
convince the readers that their findings are universally valid and significant and can cover
Asian concerns. Although Orientalist and Nativist modes help regain Asia’s lost memory
erased by Western discourse, they are still inadequate for a postcolonial Asian society
that is multi-religious and situated within a complex web of relationships between global
and local contexts.

Taking into account Asia’s cultural and religious pluralistic contexts,
Sugirtharajah further identifies two challenges faced by Asian Christian interpreters:*®
First, they need to learn to appreciate and identify the differences within their multi-
religious texts context. Second, Asian interpreters need to be aware of their identity and
role in relation to the marginalized, the church, and the academy.**

Therefore, in discussing the proper methodology needed for Asian biblical
interpretation, Sugirtharajah advocates the use of postcolonial criticism—a discourse
generated by postcolonial critical theory.**® Historically speaking, the term ‘postcolonial’
was first used in 1959 by an English newspaper in reference to the independent India.***

Since the 1960s ‘postcolonialism’ became a popular term to describe the period after the

" Ibid., 125-28.

*28 Sugirtharajah, “Introduction, and Some Thoughts on Asian Biblical Hermeneutics,” 256-61.

%29 Being a native Indian living in England, Sugirtharajah adds a fourth element, namely, their identity as
diasporic, bicultural interpreters.

%0 Sugirtharajah, Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism, ix.

%31 sygirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, 2. Sugirtharajah cites A Supplement to
the Oxford English Dictionary, iii (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 691.
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formal departure of European colonialists following the people’s struggle for
independence.**? The advent of the corresponding critical theory or hermeneutics, as
Sugirtharajah recalls, was triggered by three events in the 1980s:**® The failure of the
socialist experiment, the rise of global capitalism, and the loss of political momentum
among the Third World countries. Not unlike liberation hermeneutics this postcolonial
criticism claims to represent minority voices.***

Yet, its introduction and use in the field of biblical/religious studies is rather
recent—in the 1990s—mainly through the works of ‘diasporan’ Third World intellectuals
like Kwok Pui-lan, Fernando Segovia, and even Sugirtharajah who lives outside Asia.**®
According to Segovia, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, a process of ‘liberation’ and
‘decolonization’ was developed in which

the universal, objective reader is gradually replaced by the interested, local,

and perspectival reader...the field of biblical studies is no longer the

monopoly of white, middle-class men. The addition of Western women,

men and women from outside the West, as well as non-Western minorities

in the West has resulted in a diversity of method and theory, an expansion

of scope of inquiry, and an explosion of interpretive voices.**

Since then postcolonial criticism was advocated by its proponents as an

alternative to traditional historical criticism in biblical interpretation, though its advocates

do not reject the insights and contributions of the latter.**” Sugirtharajah, being one of the

32 Ibid., 12. Throughout the discussion here, I adapt Sugirtharajah’s interpretation that the prefix ‘post’
does not mean ‘after’ but rather designates a space of cultural contest and change.
“3 Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, The Bible and the Third World: The Precolonial, Colonial and Postcolonial
Encounters (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 247.
434 (1.

Ibid., 244.
% pyi-lan Kwok, “Making the Connections: Postcolonial Studies and Feminist Biblical Interpretation,” in
The Postcolonial Biblical Reader, ed. Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 46.
% Ipid., 46. Kwok cites Fernando F. Segovia, Decolonizing Biblical Studies: A View from the Margins
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000), 121-22.
“7 Ibid..
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foremost proponents of postcolonial criticism, has advocated the use of postcolonial
criticism in biblical interpretation in many of his writings, among which are The Bible
and the Third World: The Precolonial, Colonial and Postcolonial Encounters,
Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, and Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and
Postcolonialism: Contesting the Interpretations, that discuss the hermeneutical theory in
general and its application in biblical interpretation in the postcolonial Asia/Third World
in particular. Some of the key findings are as follows.

First of all, as a discipline, postcolonial criticism is diverse in nature due to the
lack of a monolithic foundation and the various sources (such as cultural studies) from
which it draws. Yet, there exists a consensus in that it is “essentially a style of enquiry, an
insight or a perspective, a catalyst, and a new way of life.”**® In particular, postcolonial
criticism “introduces power and politics into the world of literary criticism in such a way
as to expose how some literature, art, and drama were implicitly linked to European
colonialism.”** The Bible is no exception. In fact, when the European colonial period
began, the Bible also arrived at the same time and was used as a colonial tool in that its
interpretation was to inculcate European values and customs. **° However, in time the
Bible emerged as an instrument to criticize and condemn colonial violence and other

inhumane practices by the colonists.***

8 Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, 13.

9 Ipid., 21.

0 Bonnie Roos, review of The Bible and the Third World, by Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, Journal of Biblical
Literature 122, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 745-46.
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Second, the subsequent discipline of biblical interpretation during the colonial,
missionary period has gone through several stages of hermeneutical development:** 1)
Dissident readings by sympathetic colonial reformers to ameliorate colonialism; 2)
resistant readings by colonized reformers to turn the Bible against the colonizers; 3)
heritagist readings by the colonized to retrieve their indigenous cultures/traditions; 4)
nationalistic readings by the colonized after gaining their independence to highlight
economic development; 5) liberationist readings, resulting from the failure of national
development programs, turn to the ethical perspective in order to seek creation of new
person and new society; and 6) dissentient readings by minorities left out of the earlier
independence movements. However, while the scenario in the Western biblical
interpretation has changed, the situation in the Third World since then remains the same
where missionary influence in interpretation continues in the aftermath of colonialism.
Thus, a different critical reading that places biblical studies in a less apologetical context
is demanded.**?

Third, although postcolonial criticism and biblical interpretation are two separate
disciplines, postcolonial biblical criticism helps situate the former’s concern (i.e.
colonialism) at the centre of the latter.*** In turn, the two disciplines are able to cooperate
and address various issues such as identity related topics (like slavery). *** As such,

postcolonial biblical criticism has two fundamental interpretive tasks: “One is to

interrogate the biblical narratives and the interpretations which legitimize and reinscribe

2 Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, chpt 2.
*“3 Ipid., 71.

“* Ibid., 74.

*“ Ibid., 25-26.
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colonial interests. The other is to engage in an emancipatory reading of the texts,
informed by a hermeneutics yoked to postcolonial concerns.”**®

These tasks can further be elaborated as follows:**" 1) It unveils those ideological
and cultural assumptions of Bible critics by reconsidering the biblical narratives as
emanating from colonial contacts. For instance, while historical critical method
recognizes Esther was an advocate for the Jewish people, postcolonial criticism would
consider Esther a Persian woman of a specific social class and interpret the book as one
that encourages assimilation and conformity to the foreign power. 2) It engages in
reconstructive readings of biblical texts. The story of Elijah’s confrontation with the
Canaanite priests in 1 Kings 18, for example, is not to be read any longer as a theological
conflict between two deities but a complex issue of intermingling communities. 3) It
examines colonial and metropolitan interpretations, especially those found in
commentaries. A postcolonial critical reading of the question of giving tribute-money in
Mark 12:13-17, thus, challenges the usual understanding presented by Western
interpreters that paying tax is unquestionable.

In concrete terms, postcolonial biblical criticism reads biblical texts via four
different lenses:**® A hegemonic lens reveals those internal structures within biblical
narratives that support colonialism (as in the throne-succession narrative in 2 Samuel 9-

20 and 1 Kings 1-2). A professional lens focuses on what contributes to hegemonic

authority (such as rules in the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy and household codes

8 Sugirtharajah, Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism, 18-19.

*7 Sugirtharajah, The Bible and the Third World, 250-57; Roos, 748.

8 Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, 79-85. Sugirtharajah borrows the
decoding scheme from Stuart Hall. See Stuart Hall, Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse
(Birmingham: Centre for Cultural Studies, University of Birmingham, 1973), 16-18.
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in the New Testament). A negotiated lens pays attention to those acknowledged
hegemonic elements that has adapted itself for new context (e.g., the Synoptic gospels
that are written to meet different needs). An oppositional lens discerns the voice of the
opposition or marginalized (e.g., the Israelite midwives’ explanation given to Pharaoh in
Exodus 1:15-19 is not an act of deception but of defiance by the subordinated).

Furthermore, such biblical criticism does not only read the text but also pays
attention to the contemporary translation of the text for translation practices often are
heavily biased and pay undue attention to what the translator thinks.**° In order to
demonstrate this reality, Sugirtharajah turns to the Beatitudes in Matthew 5. He points out
that in a world of oppression, postcolonial biblical criticism would insist that Hebrew
words like ‘ani (5:3) and/or and English words like meek (5:5) need to be translated into
‘the poor and the vulnerable’ and “gentleness with strength’ respectively.**°

Fourth, in the case of New Testament studies, postcolonial biblical criticism bears
in mind that both Jesus and Paul have experienced colonialism and reads the New
Testament with certain characteristics:*>* Postcolonial criticism brings the marginal and
oppositional voices to the front (through the fourth lens mentioned above) and reads the
parable from their viewpoint—for instance, in contrast to the classic interpretation of the
parable of the tenants in Luke 20:9-18 that focuses on the people’s rejection of Jesus,
postcolonial criticism pays attention to the reaction of the people (whose response is

“God forbids”) and reveals their concerns that they will be at the mercy of the new owner

9 Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, 166.
*9 Ibid., 169-70.
%81 Sugirtharajah, Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism, 21-23.
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once the land is taken away from them. Moreover, a postcolonial reading will not
romanticize or idealize the poor but reveals the system of domination, as in the
interpretation of the widow’s generous offering in Mark 12:41-44. The traditional view
tends to portray the widow as an example of piety/generosity. Postcolonial criticism,
however, views her as a woman manipulated by the political system. Finally, postcolonial
biblical criticism will advocate for a broader hermeneutical agenda that interprets the
texts within the intersecting histories which constitute them (such as Christian-Hindu)
and within an inter- and multi-textual perspective.

Fifth, within a postcolonial Asian context, Sugirtharajah is convinced that
postcolonial biblical criticism is a viable alternative to the other existing colonial modes
of biblical interpretation that we saw earlier.

In order to illustrate these five points I turn to Sugirtharajah’s own commentary
on the three Letters of John. He basically uses a rhetorical approach to reconstruct the
original recipients’ situation and concerns. In so doing Sugirtharajah first identifies

certain colonial discourses in the epistles:**

1) The author’s intolerance of theological
dissidence and the subsequent use of harsh language and tone such as ‘antichrist’ to
denounce the opponents (1 John 2:18); 2) his appeal to one’s own credibility to maintain
hegemony (1 John 1:1-3); 3) the stress on the authenticity of his message for the fear of

unscripted improvisations (2 John 9-11); 4) the legitimization of his power by conferring

on those who are on his side the identity of God’s elected people (1 John 4:6); 5) his

%%2 Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, “The First, Second and Third Letters of John,” in A Postcolonial Commentary
on the New Testament Writings, eds. Fernando Segovia and Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah (New York: T&T
Clark, 2007), 413-16.
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projection of an ‘imperial’ Christ that tends to suppress other cultures and even religions
(1 John 4:14); 6) the provision of hospitality and generosity only to those who agree with
his position as a way to eliminate opponents (2 John 10); and 7) the use of threat and
flattery to divide the community (1 John 4:4).

Then, he further points out two colonial frameworks within these epistles:**® The
first is the use of ethical dualism (e.qg., light/darkness in 1 John 2:7-11) to discredit the
opponents and hence justify control and conversion. Another framework identified is the
introduction of father-child relationship that promotes domination, discipline, inequality
and conformity (1 John 2:18, 28). Finally, a postcolonial reading does not only identity
those colonial discourses or frameworks but also offers new perceptions:*** It allows us
to see connections and complementary theological influences with religions/cultures
other than the Jewish/Greek milieu claimed by some Western scholars, such as the
possible influence of Buddhism on the concept of God (1 John 4:8, 16) and the doctrine
of indwelling (1 John 4:4, 15-16). Postcolonial criticism also calls for religious activism
that has communitarian and ethical implications (1 John 2:29). Moreover, postcolonial
reading of the epistles acknowledges the presence of postcolonial traits within the texts,
such as textual coalitions and the author’s equal emphasis on theorizing/exhortation and
ethical engagement.

As a whole, Sugirtharajah is praised for making connection between

religious/cultural imperialism and economic colonization.**® His works are salutary for

3 |bid., 416-18.
% 1bid., 418-22.
5 Roos, 748.
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offering an alternative framework to the predominant hegemonic biblical scholarship—a
framework that attends to the impact of colonialism upon our interpretation.*”*® In
particular, just as what liberation theology did to Latin America theology, Sugirtharajah’s
framework challenges our Asian readers and scholars to reconsider their reading of the
Bible.*” Moreover, his works have offered a concrete response to those who insist that
postcolonial biblical criticism “should not be satisfied with simply exposing imperial
tendencies in canonical texts and deconstructing them, but should go further to construct
interpretations which have decolonizing effects in the contemporary world.”**®

However, Sugirtharajah admits that one cannot simply employ postcolonial
biblical criticism to any context, including Asian context, without caution or suspicion. In
fact, Yeo Khiok-khng wonders if such a postcolonial criticism can really help Asian
biblical scholars to know their identity and questions if it is only a transitional term.**
Other theologians also question if postcolonial hermeneutics is capable of offering
remedies or even better solution than the hermeneutics of liberation theology.**°

Nonetheless, Sugirtharajah and his postcolonial biblical criticism, not unlike the

case of feminist theology and its hermeneutics, have raised serious methodological

%8 Colin Morris, review of Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism: Contesting the
Interpretations, by Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah. Heythrop Journal 42, no. 3 (July 2001): 355; Christopher
Rowland, review of Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism: Contesting the Interpretations, by
Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah. Journal of Theological Studies 52, no. 2 (October 2001): 864.

7 Khiok-khng Yeo, review of Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism: Contesting the
Interpretations, by Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 62 no. 1 (January 2000): 168.

%% Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, “Introduction: Empires Old and New,” in The Postcolonial Biblical Reader
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 67. Sugirtharajah cites Jon L. Berquist, “Postcolonialism and Imperial
Motives for Canonization,” in The Postcolonial Biblical Reader, ed. Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 2006), 78-95.

% yeo, review of Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism, 167.

%80 George Pixley, review of The Bible and the Third World, by Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah. Journal of the
American Academy of Religion 71, no. 4 (December 2003): 975.
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guestions that have a strong impact on the whole enterprise of biblical studies, including
the area of New Testament ethics. In particular, as Sugirtharajah himself claims, the
purpose of postcolonial biblical criticism is not to rediscover the Bible as an alternative
for a better world but “to puncture the Christian Bible’s Western protection and
pretensions, and to help reposition it in relation to its oriental roots and Eastern

heritage.”***

In our own quest of New Testament ethics, it provides a “location for other
voices, histories and experiences to be heard” so that new insights and methodology to

the ethical teachings of the Bible may emerge.*®

2.6 Where are We Now?

So far | have surveyed how Scripture scholars try to construct a methodological
framework for scriptural ethics that is built upon their particular perspectives. Each of
them has provided certain specific methodological insights in their dealing with New
Testament ethics. Schrage points out that New Testament ethics is not simply a historical
quest but a theological study. He reminds us of the necessity of attending to the voice of
individual authors/writings without forcing upon us a unified and reductive view. Though
conventional, his approach demonstrates what a comprehensive and careful analysis of
the scriptural content is, and has laid down a good foundation for treating the scriptural
text seriously. However, Schrage’s attempt remains on the exegetical and descriptive

level and even the historical criticism that he employs identifies with a First World

%61 gygirtharajah, The Bible and the Third World, 257-58.
2 Ipid., 272.
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perspective. The ethical contents thus tend to be general and standard. Moreover, there is
no significant involvement of hermeneutics or direct, sustained reference to ethical theory.

Hays’s work adds to our understanding of New Testament ethics that this
theological discipline is normative as well. Therefore, obtaining unifying visions are
possible through synthesis. What is very insightful in Hays’s approach is that he goes two
steps further then Schrage and others. The introduction of a synthetic task signals the
need to go beyond exegesis in dealing with the text. Then there is the call for a
hermeneutical task that connects exegetical to ethical. Unfortunately, in doing so he
sacrifices the need for a comprehensive treatment of the texts and fails to pay attention to
location/context of the interpreter.

Matera’s attempt shows us the possibility of balancing between respecting
individual voices and seeking unity of New Testament ethics. Like Schrage he also
reminds us of the importance of dealing with the text comprehensively and carefully
although he employs different critical methods (like literary and rhetorical criticisms) in
his treatment. In a subtle way his Catholic background also offers us a perspective
different from the other two scholars. However, like Schrage his approach remains
descriptive and lacks hermeneutics or reference to any ethical framework/theory, which
resulted in producing modest and general ethical claims.

Schneiders, in contrast, attends to the importance of hermeneutics and advocates a
theory of hermeneutics that takes into account the multiple dimensions of the text. By
calling for an integration and employment of various critical methods like ideological

criticism, she reveals to us the existence of ideology and presupposition behind the text
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and the interpreter. More insightful in her approach, still, is the claim that exegesis is not
a pure objective science for we each bring to the text our own historical selves.
Furthermore, there is a dynamics within the text, and the text has the power to transform
the reader. Therefore, Schneiders’s approach, while confirming with Schrage and Hays
that the discipline is a theological one, further highlights the relation with spirituality.
Finally, she goes beyond Matera in emphasizing and employing her feminist perspective
in a straightforward manner. Thus, she demonstrates to us the importance of attending to
one’s unique social location in the process.

Sugirtharajah, like Schneiders, brings forth the unique social location of the
interpreter. He also emphasizes the need of a more culturally sensitive hermeneutics in
the study of the Bible. Yet, his approach differs and advances from Schneiders’s
approach in two ways: 1) Sugirtharajah hints that one’s social location and cultural
context is the starting point of hermeneutics: that is, more than even Schneiders, as a
postcolonial scholar, he appreciates the originality of our point of departure. 2) The
subsequent method employed is a direct product of one’s context, and it breaks away
from those traditional, First World methods completely. However, his unique
postcolonial biblical criticism risks the danger of being too contextual.

Although these specific insights are found sometimes in more than one author, as
a whole they constitute the actual developments toward a more integrated scriptural
ethics. Their contributions can be summarized as follows. First, in constructing a
Scripture-based ethics, we need to take the texts seriously. In other words, the scriptural

text is important to our overall construction. Subsequently, we need to keep a balance
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between seeking unified themes among the texts and respecting their diversity so as to be
truthful to the texts. Likewise, the exegetical task needs both to go beyond traditional
critical methods and to employ different approaches that attend to the social, cultural and
religious background of the text and even the philosophical/ethical theory behind the text.

Second, scriptural ethics requires not just exegesis but more importantly an
appropriate hermeneutics. In other words, it is concerned with the meaning of the text for
the reader today. Hermeneutics is important for bringing about the interaction between
the text and the reader so much so that the reader is transformed. The subsequent task of
hermeneutics needs to acknowledge and be attentive to the interpreter’s social location;
hence, alternative hermeneutical methods relevant to one’s perspective are needed.

Despite the recognition of their insights and contributions, we also see certain
limitations in the attempts of these scholars that continue to challenge us to seek further
development in constructing a more integrated Scripture-based ethics. | identify three
related criticisms. The first criticism is that the ethical claims identified in their writings
are, broadly speaking, rather modest, general and at times inconsistent or over-subjective.
For instance, both Hays’s focal images and Matera’s theses on New Testament ethics are
only general statements and sound more theological than ethical. There is also a lack of
critical analysis of these claims.

A second criticism is the fact that there is almost no reference or consultation to
the works of theological ethicists (ancient, medieval or contemporary) when making

those ethical claims. For instance, when Schneiders adopts the insights of other scholars,
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she was narrowly focusing on their contribution to philosophical or feminist discussion
alone.

Following from this, the last and most foundational criticism is a methodological
one: Their ethical claims either have no direct and sustained reference to or are not built
upon major ethical theories like natural law theory. One wonders on what bases do their
ethical claims ground? While they rightly call for the need of hermeneutics to bridge the
text and today’s readers, they fail to demonstrate this task on solid ground. As a result, it
raises concerns about the overall accuracy of their ethical claims and the effectiveness of
their overall methodological attempts.

In short, Scripture is still perceived by them more as ‘scripted’ than ‘script’.
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Chapter Three: The Attempt by Theological Ethicists

In the previous chapter, I reviewed some of the biblical scholars’ attempts in the
past two decades to develop a methodology in doing New Testament ethics. Their
contributions and efforts, both individually and as a whole, confirm the actual
development to construct a more adequate methodology in doing a Scripture-based ethics.
In particular, they call for seriousness in dealing with the biblical texts and the use of
relevant hermeneutics. However, the evaluation of their efforts and limitations also
confirm that further development is really needed—in terms of discussing the ethical
contents, dialoguing with Christian ethicists, and especially grounding their ethical claims
on sustaining, sound ethical theories—if a more integrated Scripture-based ethics is to be
constructed.

How about contemporary theological ethicists in their use of Scripture for ethical
reflection? Have they also shown similar efforts and methodological development within
their discipline in constructing an ethics that is integrated with Scripture? What could be
their contributions and limitations? Based on the same criteria—in terms of the selection
of ethicists and areas of evaluation—set out in the previous chapter, | will review the
following Catholic theological ethicists in their use of Scripture in Christian ethics:

Bernard Haring, Gustavo Gutierrez, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and William Spohn.*®

“®3 |n his Scripture and Ethics. Twentieth-Century Portraits, Siker poses hermeneutical questions related to
the use of Scripture in ethics as a basis and explores how actually some significant contemporary Christian
ethicists have made use of Scripture in their own areas of interest. Among them are Héring, Gutierrez, and
Ruether. In this chapter, | am in debt to the work of Siker on these three particular Christian ethicists.
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As said in the Introduction of this work, Delhaye called for a Scripture and
Tradition-based moral theology in 1953. In fact, this was the same year when German
Catholic moral theologian Fritz Tillmann, the pioneer in developing a Christian ethics
based on Scripture, died. Tillmann, who was first a New Testament scholar by training,
has been identified as one of the influential ‘moral theologians’ within the Roman
Catholic Church in the twentieth century.*®* Johannes Reiter, for instance, comments that
the Christological accent in moral theology from 1933 to the Second Vatican Council,
evidenced and exemplified in the work of Tillmann, influenced a series of subsequent
German authors such as Johannes Steinberger and Bernard Haring.*®> According to Pope
Benedict XVI, writing in 2003 as the then Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, when Tillmann’s
scientific career as a Scripture scholar was brought to an end, he was “given the option of
changing theological disciplines... and later became a top German moral theologian.”*

Since then, more and more moral theologians, such as Edward LeRoy Long and
David Kelsey, began to advocate the use of Scripture and have written important articles
on the use of the Bible in Christian ethics.*®” When Pope John Paul Il published his

encyclical on moral theology, Veritatis Splendor, in 1993, he too employed Scripture in a

major way and made it clear that “Scripture remains the living and fruitful source of the

“®* Harrington and Keenan, Jesus and Virtue Ethics, 7.

%5 Johannes Reiter, “Die Katholische Moraltheologie Zwischen den Beiden Vatikanischen Konzils,” in Die
Katholischtheologische_Disziplinen in Deutschland 1870-1962. Ihre Geschichte, ihre Zeitbezug, ed. Hubert
Wolf (Paderborn: Schéningh, 1999), 231-42.

%% joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, “Relationship between Magisterium and Exegetes,” Pontifical Biblical
Commission, May 10, 2003,
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/pcb_documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc 20030510 rat
zinger-comm-bible_en.html (accessed on August 5, 2009).

“7 Gustafson, “The Place of Scripture in Christian Ethics,” 431.
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Church’s moral doctrine.”*®® Avery Dulles even commented that “previous popes and
councils have not been inclined to have so much recourse to the Bible for their moral and
social doctrine [as John Paul II did].”**®

But this chapter is on contemporary moral theologians; still, I first turn to the

works of Haring who has been very influential in the development of Catholic moral

theology since the beginning of the Second Vatican Council.

3.1 Bernard Haring

Bernard Héring (1912-1998), a Tubingen trained German Redemptorist priest, is
remembered by many as one of the most influential moral theologians of the twentieth
century, especially in the reshaping of Catholic moral theology.*”® His interest in moral
theology, as one commentator points out, is greatly due to his personal experiences
during World War II that “led him to question the moral theology he had learned as a
seminary student.”"* Together with his post war pastoral and ecumenical experiences
they provided the materials for his later contributions to the reform of Catholic moral

theology.

%68 pope John Paul 11, The Splendor of Truth. Encyclical letter, August 6, 1993,
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf jp-ii_enc 06081993 veritatis-
splendor_en.html (accessed on January 16, 2007), #5, #28.

%% Avery Dulles, The Splendor of Faith: The Theological Vision of Pope John Paul I (New York:
Crossroad, 1999), 184.

#70 Curran, “The Role and Function of the Scriptures in Moral Theology,” 180.

™t Ann Agnew, “Bernard Hiring.” http://www.shc.edu/theolibrary/resources/haring.htm (accessed on
February 19, 2009). Agnew quotes Ron P. Hamel, “On Bernard Héring,” Second Opinion 17, no. 2
(October 1991): 109.
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Since the 1950s, Haring advocated for renewal and reform within the Roman
Catholic Church. Although he was identified as a moral ‘manualist’, he brought many
new ideas to Catholic moral theology prior to and during the Second Vatican Council
through his writings and active participation in those conciliar commissions.*’* Among
these new insights is the integration of Scriptural references into moral discussion and
present human experiences, for Haring was convinced that the Bible is the central source
of moral theology and that moral theologians are mediators of biblical messages and
tradition.*”® For instance, in the ‘Foreward’ to his multi-volume The Law of Christ (Das
Gesetz Christi) that was published in 1954,*"* Hiring stated, “The present work attempts
to expound the most central truths in the light of the inspired word of the Bible.”*"
Elsewhere he also wrote that the presentation of the content and specific characteristics of
New Testament law is “the task of moral theology as a whole.”*’® As mediator of the
biblical message moral theologians should be nourished by the word of God and learn
from the work of biblical scholars so as to discern what helps us to know Christ and

God’s salvific plan better.*’” He said, “Moral theology, as I understand it...its basic task

and purpose is to gain the right vision...we can gain the necessary vision of wholeness

"2 Ibid..

" Ibid.. Agnew cites Kathleen A. Cahalan, “Still Spiritually Alive,” America 179, no. 4 (15 August 1988):
10.

4 Bernard Haring, Das Gesetz Chrisiti. Moraltheologie fiir Priester und Laien (FreiburgL Erich Wewel
Verlag, 1954). The Law of Christ, 3 vols. trans. Edwin Kaiser (Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1961,
1963, 1966).

*> Haring, The Law of Christ, 1: viii.

“’® Ibid., 257.

" Bernard Haring, “The Role of the Catholic Moral Theologian,” in Moral Theology: Challenges for the
Future, ed. Richard A. McCormick, Charles E. Curran, and Walter J. Burghardt (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 1990), 32-33.
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only by listening to the word of God.”*"® Siker who writes on the biblical contributions of
many theologians comments that this work “initiated changes that Vatican II sought to
bring about a decade later.”*”® Another instance was the important role Haring played
during the Second Vatican Council in the drafting of earlier quoted Optatam totius as
well as the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. He was even
referred to as “the quasi-father of Gaudium et Spes.”*®

In fact, Haring’s insights continued to influence Catholic moral theology even
after the Second Vatican Council, especially through his writings such as the three-
volume Free and Faithful in Christ: Moral Theology for Clergy and Laity written twenty
five years after the publication of The Law of Christ.

Although Héring advocated the integration of Scripture into moral theology, his
more mature view of biblical authority in moral reflection grew only slowly over his
career. For instance, in his earlier writings Haring made great distinction between the
authority of the Old Testament and that of the New Testament, so much so that he
perceived the former makes almost no claim in moral theology at all: For him the

authority of the Old Testament—moral law or natural law—is completely transcended by

the New Testament law and hence biblical authority is found solely in the new law of

478 Bernard Haring, Free and Faithful in Christ: Moral Theology for Clergy and Laity. 3 vols. (New York:
Seabury Press/Crossroad, 1978, 1979, 1981), vol. 1, 6.

*"9 Siker, 59.

“80 Charles E. Curran, “Bernard Hiring: A Moral Theologian Whose Soul Matched His Scholarship,”
National Catholic Reporter 34 (July 17, 1998): 11.
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Christ as manifested in the New Testament.*®

Only much later did he assign a greater
authority to the Old Testament as found in the creation stories and call narratives.*®?

Nevertheless, Haring claimed that normative statements (such as the theological
virtues) alone are authoritative and binding although those concrete, time-bound passages
(such as Paul’s statements about women’s veil in 1 Corinthians 11:33-36) can still be
helpful as ‘models’ for dealing with particular traditions in our present time.*® In
particular, he highlighted the normative and authoritative character of the Sermon on the
Mount in Matthew 5-7, for it is “an ethics of attitude...the absolutely binding and
liberating directive of the New Covenant.”*® In other words, he perceived the Sermon as
the new normative covenant law through which the concrete ideals of the inner law
stressed by Jesus are expressed.

Moreover, what makes Christian morality distinctively Christian is the normative
nature of the Bible. He said,

A moral theology of creative liberty and fidelity finds its distinctively

Christian quality in the light of the dynamic dimensions and perspectives

which we find in the Bible. Their normative value is quite different from

any kind of norms fitting external controls. They are, however, binding—

and at the same time liberating—quidelines, norms in a very broad but real

sense. They depend thoroughly on faith and thus are distinctively

Christian. This does not exclude that generous people not professing

Christian faith might, in one way or the other, be guided by the same
dynamics.*®

“*1 1bid., 68-69.

“®2 Haring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:8.

“® |bid., 336.

“® Bernard Haring, “The Normative Value of the Sermon on the Mount,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 29
(1967): 69.

%5 Haring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:23-24.
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Later on, he was convinced that Scripture does not only inform but also forms the
community into one of a particular character, and it is in this sense that Scripture is
authoritative.*®® The Bible contains reflections and internal thought patterns (such as
virtues) that can shed light upon our Christian life.**” Consequently, Haring perceived
Scripture’s significance for moral theology and Christian ethics as “providing a holistic
vision of Christian life that gives general normative guidelines and examples of how faith
is lived out in the world.”*® He wrote, “We can gain the necessary vision of wholeness
only by listening to the word of God and, in light of his word, searching the signs of the
times.”*®® Such a perception allows freedom in the biblical witness and flexibility in how
Christians pursue those commands in the Scriptures. It also has a strong impact on his
subsequent use of Scripture.*®°

Siker believes that Haring has three fundamental uses of Scripture. In the first
place, unity rather than diversity of the Bible is emphasized for a unified approach has the
capacity to draw out dynamic responses of creative liberty and fidelity from the
faithful.*** Second, as noted earlier, he emphasized a great deal the authority of the New
Testament (and the law of Christ in particular). This Christocentric approach explains his
relatively little use of the Old Testament. Haring claimed, “Reader of the text needs

scarcely be reminded that the point of departure in our study is not the decalog, but the

“8 Bretzke, A Morally Complex World, 90.

87 Bernard Haring, “The Role of the Catholic Moral Theologian,” 42.

*% Siker, 77.

“® Haring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:6.

%0 The discussion on his use of Scripture will be limited to what is found in his two main works, The Law
of Christ and Free and Faithful in Christ.

91 Siker, 76. Siker notes that the ethics of response permeates Hiring’s approach to both moral theology
and Scripture.
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life of Christ.”** Still, he did draw materials from the creation story, Exodus, wisdom
literature, and a few prophetic writings (such as the Second Isaiah). Third, as for the New
Testament, it is noted that in general the Gospel of John is mostly used. In specific, the
farewell discourse and the high-priestly prayer in John 13-17 (as well as the Sermon on
the Mount in Matthew 5-7) are core to his works while certain Pauline writings (like
Romans 5-8) and 1 John 1-5 are also frequently cited. However, Haring rarely referred to
those synoptic narratives of Jesus although he understood that the life/death and ministry
of Jesus are crucial to the understanding of Jesus’ moral teachings.**

Regarding how these biblical texts are actually treated by Haring, four basic ways
are further identified. First, Haring did use the Bible for proof texting. For instance,
Vincent MacNamara notes that Haring used Genesis 2:24 (“Therefore a man leaves his
father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh™***) to backup his
argument for the indissolubility of marriage.*®® Siker suggests that it is because of his
identification with the manualist tradition that tends to employ Scripture to support
conclusions that had been arrived at in the natural law tradition.*® In fact, Haring himself
acknowledged the considerate use of proof texting in The Law of Christ and thus decided
to use Scripture in a more responsible way in his later writings.**’

Indeed, several Christian ethicists have recognized his insistence to go beyond

this approach that is commonly used by pre-Vatican manualists: They note that Haring

2 Haring, The Law of Christ, 1:xi.

“ 1bid., 61-63.

% All the biblical citations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version.

%% \/incent MacNamara, Faith and Ethics: Recent Roman Catholicism (Washington, DC: Georgetown
University Press, 1985), 34.

“% Siker, 64.

“ bid..
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was aware that Scripture contains many key themes and images that can be used for
theological elaboration and development.**® Bretzke, for example, thus comments that
Héring, like Gérard Gillemann, belongs to the model that seeks to find in their moral
manuals key biblical themes that would help their moral approach stay focused.**°

This leads to the second use of Scripture that was similar to those word studies
employed among biblical scholars of the 1950s: One discusses certain theological themes
or concepts such as sin and virtues by simply searching for relevant biblical texts.*® For
example, in both The Law of Christ and Free and Faithful in Christ Haring studied the
biblical concept of conscience under the titles of “Conscience in Holy Scripture” and
“The Biblical Vision of Conscience” respectively.®*

A third and related use is to treat the Bible as a source of textual examples so as to
illustrate certain principles or as an analogy to interpret contemporary issues. For instance,
he referred to the story of a Pharisee and a tax collector going up to pray (Luke 18) in
order to illustrate the general principle of humility for genuine repentance.>* In another
occasion, Haring claimed that African polygamists could be temporarily tolerated based

on the analogy of levirate marriage in Genesis 38. He explained, “[It] should not be

excluded that the text might be a challenge to the Church when she prohibits the

“%8 Bretzke, A Morally Complex World, 90.

*%% |bid., 88. Bretzke notes that Hiring later replaced this theme with ‘freedom and creative fidelity in
Christ’, which became the title of his 1979 work Free and Faithful in Christ (Frei in Christus).

% siker, 65.

%01 Haring, The Law of Christ, 1:137-39; Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:225-29.

%02 Haring, The Law of Christ, 1:423.
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fulfillment of the levirate duty to African tribes who are, as much as were the sons of
Abraham, convinced that this is their duty.”503

The fourth use of Scripture is called by Siker as the ‘illuminative’ use in that the
cited texts appear to add insight to an argument. Siker notes that Haring often used them
in clusters to ‘season’ his discussion.

Regarding the task of hermeneutics, it is noted that not until the publication of
Free and Faithful in Christ did Haring discuss the issue.® Yet, he talked only briefly
about his hermeneutical principles:

Hermeneutics requires knowledge both of that time and our time, sharp

awareness of the biblical horizon for understanding, including the time-

bound worldview of the inspired writers, and of our own culturally

conditioned way of approaching the problems.>®
In other words, careful exegesis that takes the historical, social, and cultural contexts and
literary forms of Scripture seriously is crucial to and a priori to applying what the Bible
says to our contemporary moral issues. Still, Haring added that the Holy Spirit plays an
important role in hermeneutics: “The Spirit introduces us not only to an understanding of
the Bible but...to an understanding of ‘things that are coming.”’506

As a whole, Héring’s works are applauded for highlighting the importance of the
Bible in Christian moral life and integrating Scripture into moral reflection. He has also

rightly argued for an active role of Scripture in moral theology. His use of biblical texts is

impressive in terms of quantity. In addition, he has demonstrated to us some of the

%8 Haring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:307. See Siker, 66-67.
% MacNamara, 35.

%% Haring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:334.

%% Ipid., 331.
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various uses of Scripture in moral theology. In short, Haring was an exemplar for the
post-Vatican Il theological ethicists in constructing a Scripture-based ethics.

Among the critical evaluations offered by Siker | find a couple of them
noteworthy for our methodological reflection:>*’ First, against his own call for sensitivity
Héring did not pay enough attention to those historical, social, or the literary contexts of
the texts he employed. In fact, both his overly selective use of biblical texts and the lack
of discussion of the various contexts in which the texts developed are recognized as “his
way of ignoring those aspects of Scripture that are problematic [e.g., historical
problems].”® This raises the concerns regarding his exegetical work.

Therefore, the second criticism of Siker is that H&ring rarely engaged in actual
exegesis of the selected texts and did not incorporate the findings of biblical scholars into
his discussion. Third, he was over-concerned about constructing a unified biblical vision
of wholeness so much so that he ignored the diversity of approaches (such as prophetic
approach) within Scripture. This double avoidance of the problematic texts and of the
diverse approaches, as well as the lack of exegesis, reveal his inability or disinterest to
confront those texts (e.g., those cruel acts found in the Old Testament and done in the
name of the Decalogue) that may condone (or even exhort) behaviors that are against the
kind of free and responsive loving act he identified in Christ.

Siker also finds his illuminative use slippery as Héring did not develop or

comment on those cited texts at all but simply used them to ‘season’ his argument. Siker

57 Siker, 78-79.
%8 1hid., 78.
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hence understands this seemingly different use as simply homiletical and ornamental use
of Scripture. °*

However, what needs our recognition as theological ethicists is the fact that he
was aware of the presence of text proofing in his earlier works and was open to seek

more responsible ways of using Scripture in moral theology in his later works.

3.2 Gustavo Gutiérrez

Gustavo Gutiérrez is a Roman Catholic priest and theologian from Peru. His
scholarship embraces diverse academic traditions from Europe, North America, and
South America.”'® He has played an important role in the evolution of liberation theology
through his writings and activities, especially through his active participation at the
historical Medellin meeting in Columbia in 1968.°*

Although Gutiérrez is not an ethicist or a moral theologian per se, his theological
enquiry always has ethical implications. His seminal work, A Theology of Liberation®?
(first published in 1973 as Teologia de la Liberacion), for example, does not only

articulate many of the concerns of his contemporary Latin American theologians (such as

the emphasis on history as a process of God’s interaction with humanity) but also reveals

*9 Ipid., 67.

*19 pjerre Hegy, review of A Theology of Liberation, by Gustavo Gutiérrez, Journal for the Scientific Study
of Religion 13, no. 2 (June 1974): 243.

> william B. Duncan, The Political Philosophy of Peruvian Theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, Toronto
Studies in Theology Vol. 85 (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2001), 1, 71.

512 Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 2™ ed., trans. and ed. Sister Caridad Inda and John
Eagelson (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988).
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his ethical concerns:*** One commentator notes that “on the theological level, he wants to
show how God is present in the world, especially in human relationships. On the moral
level, he seeks greater clarity on how God’s presence motivates the human heart and
converts unjust social structures.”

Still, Gutiérrez’s theology is not only related to ethics but to Scripture as well. He
says, “In my writings I try to do theology with a strong biblical basis...I have always
thought it very important to be attentive to the role of challenger that [S]cripture plays
when read in the church...”™ As one researcher notes, although his earlier works made
use of social sciences (such as critical theory) his later works (especially on politics) are
guided by biblical exegesis.”'® One representative work is his On Job, a commentary on
the book of Job.*"’

In fact, Scripture scholar John Meier once commented that liberation theology is a
concrete example in the contemporary world that “best exemplifies the promises and
pitfalls of using the Scriptures as a source for theological reflection,”*® for liberation
theologians focus on the historical Jesus as the basis of their theology even though their
use is not without flaws.**

Nevertheless, his emphasis on Scripture is closely tied to his understanding of the

task of theology: He insists that theology is “the critical reflection on the Christian praxis

*2 Duncan, 56; Thomas L. Schubeck, Liberation Ethics: Sources, Models, and Norms (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress Press, 1993), 151.
>4 Schubeck, 152.
*1> Gustavo Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1990), 47-48.
*% Duncan, 57.
> Gustavo Gutiérrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1987).
i: John P. Meier, “The Bible as Source of Theology,” CTSA Proceedings 43 (1988): 1.
Ibid., 2-3.
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in light of the word of God.”*?® Gutiérrez perceives the Bible as basically this word of
God which “provides a fundamental orientation for all Christian action and reflection”
and has social and political significance.”®! The Bible is also “[a] collection of narratives
that represents an ongoing process, unfinished, still a future possibility...[and] a spiritual
history, a record of the historic evolution of the ‘people of God’, conscious of their status
and committed to the realization of a truly human life for all.”*** Thus, for Gutiérrez
Scripture is an indispensible source revealing not just God but also humanity. In
particular, it “mirrors God’s predilection for the weak and abused of human history.”*?® It
also “gives the whole process of liberation its deepest meaning and its complete and
unforeseeable fulfillment.”*?*

For Gutiérrez Scripture as a source needs to be linked to other non-biblical
sources in a complementary way, especially with Christian praxis and social analysis. He
explains, “People engaged in a praxis confer an added meaning to the text, and a faithful
reading of the text gives new meaning and direction to the praxis...[one reads] Scripture
from within the context of [one’s] own praxis, but Scripture also reads [the person] by
effecting change in [that person].”* However, Gutiérrez is convinced that “the Bible

speaks with the highest authority in theological and moral matters.”*?® This conviction is

built upon the presupposition that justice is rooted in God’s revelation that is

°20 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, xxix.
%2 Siker, 126; Schubeck, 168.

°22 Duncan, 116.

°2% Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, xxvii.
%2 Ibid., xiv.

%25 Schubeck, 129, 131.

%% Ibid., 152.
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authoritatively articulated in the Bible.”?” Therefore, biblical authority is understood as
challenging the oppressive authority (including ecclesial authority) and pointing toward a
liberating authority—it authorizes the formation of a community that seeks to enact
God’s preferential option for the oppressed.®® In other words, he regards the authority of
the Bible as one from below.

Regarding his approach toward Scripture, Siker notes that Gutiérrez’s overall
approach is a reaction to the pre-Vatican Il European training he underwent that
contradicted to his concrete experience in his home country in the 1960s.°* In particular,
he is very suspicious and critical of the kind of exegesis, such as historical criticism, that
is First World and Western oriented and unconsciously reinforces the status quo:>*° “We
cannot forget that in reality, the Bible was read and communicated from the dominating
sectors and classes. This is what happens to a great deal of the exegesis considered to be

99531

scientific.””"" Elsewhere Gutiérrez says, “Exegesis in the Christian churches of today is

so closely tied in with [Western culture]...We have to remember that its purpose is the
proclamation of the good news to the poor.”532
Thus, in general, his approach to Scripture is one that does not only pay attention

to the biblical experts but also to what the community of faith says in light of its situation.

In other words, he takes into account the authority of the interpreters (not just exegetes)

%7 |bid..

%28 Siker, 137.

°2 1bid., 126.

*% Anthony J. Tambasco, “First and Third World Ethics,” in Christian Biblical Ethics: From Biblical
Revelation to Contemporary Christian Praxis, ed. Robert J. Daly, James A. Fisher, Terence J. Keegan, and
Anthony J. Tambasco, (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 139-42.

%31 Gustavo Gutiérrez, “Freedom and Salvation,” in Liberation and Change, ed. R. H. Stone, (Atlanta, GA:
John Knox Press, 1977), 90.

%32 Gustavo Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1977), 3-4.
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seriously. In the arena of politics, he further advocates the use of other sources such as
critical reason and creative imagination as key resources for relating Scripture to political
matters; yet, he cautions against the direct application of biblical norms to these issues for
it “fails to respect the complexities of politics and the nature of the Bible.”**®

Gutierrez uses both the Old Testament and the New Testament rather equally:
Within the Old Testament canon, Exodus, Deuteronomy, the Psalms, Second lIsaiah, Job,
and passages that speak about the oppressed/poor (e.g., Jeremiah 20:7, 13) are frequently
cited. In the New Testament, the gospels of Matthew and Luke are mostly used. And the
single most important and frequently cited text is the parable of the Last Judgment in
Matthew 25:31-46. Together with other similar passages (e.g., the reversal motifs in Luke
4:16-30) they highlight God’s preferential option for the poor and emphasize the need for
concrete and material actions. Furthermore, Siker observes that the Passion narrative and
Jesus’ death are not used much. He argues that for Gutiérrez the Passion and the cross
symbolize God’s identification with human suffering rather than humanity’s
identification with Jesus’ suffering—a view held by traditional exegetes who reinforce
the status quo.>*

Before we turn to the question of how he actually uses these texts, it is noteworthy
to recall the specific role of Exodus in Gutiérrez’s theology. Many would agree that his
theology is inspired by the biblical paradigm of Exodus. However, Gutiérrez himself

claims that he makes only limited use of the Exodus story for he perceives other themes

53 Schubeck, 153-54.
53 Siker, 130.
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such as poverty as more important than the theme of the exodus in the theology of
liberation.>®

Siker identifies four aspects of usage by Gutiérrez:>* First, Scripture is used in
conjunction with human experiences—our ever-changing, communal experiences in
particular—that shape our identity and self-understanding as believers. A concrete
example is Gutiérrez’s use of and commentary on the book of Job: He first perceives the
book as all about Job’s personal experience through which Job’s understanding of God
and faith in God is reformulated and transformed. He then connects Job’s experience with
his own experience among the poor.

Second, biblical texts are used to illustrate two guiding themes presented in the
Bible, namely, creation/salvation and eschatology. In particular, he turns to the parable of
the Last Judgment in Matthew 25 and the Exodus experience to emphasize that the theme
of eschatology “points to the consummation of the salvation already begun in
creation...and is thus...the very key to understand the Christian faith.”¥" He further
employs these and other texts (such as Luke 4:21) to claim that the eschatological
promises are not mere spiritual promises but also what is found in human history. Other
related themes include the kingdom of God, resurrection, the transcendence of God, and
the problem of evil and human suffering, that manifest the message that God’s mystery

unfolds in human consciousness.>*®

>% Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall make You Free, 29.

>% Siker, 130-37. Siker’s survey examines a good number of Gutiérrez’s works. However, I will focus
mainly on two major works: A Theology of Liberation and On Job.

%37 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 93.

%% Duncan, 107; Gutiérrez, On Job, xviii.
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Third, Scripture is used as a primary source to discern the genuine meaning(s) of
poverty. He dedicates the last chapter of A Theology of Liberation to the discussion of
poverty and solidarity and points out that it is in the Bible that the poor find their own
story. Two types of poverty are revealed: A scandalous material poverty and spiritual
poverty. The former is condemned by Scripture that also speaks about preventive
measures. The latter type calls for complete availability to the Lord and joins Christ in
protesting against poverty and expressing solidarity with the poor. Biblical texts
subsequently employed include prophetic literature and the Beatitudes in Matthew 5.

Here, Gutiérrez uses the text only in light of Matthew 25 (the Last Judgment): He
points out that the teachings of Jesus “begin with the blessing of the poor (Matt. 5); they
end with the assertion that we meet Christ himself when we go out to the poor with
concrete acts (Matt. 25).”>%° Hence, blessed are the disciples who work for justice by love
and life, and the so-called spiritual poverty in the Beatitudes must be interpreted as to be
at the disposition of the Lord completely.>*® Therefore, the Matthaean Beatitudes is used
to frame the context of Jesus’ teachings.

Finally, the Bible is used to initiate a dialogue between the biblical writers’
foundational communities and those of the readers, so that new and unexpected
experience/questions can be formed, which in turn lead to further dialogues. He says,

To read the Bible is to begin a dialogue between faith and faith, between

the believers of the past and the believers of today...when believers read
Scripture, they know that the Scriptures also challenge them...When the

*%¥ Gustavo Gutiérrez, “The Irruption of the Poor in Latin America and the Christian Communities of the
Common People,” in The Challenge of Basic Christian Communities, ed. Sergio Torres and John Eagleson,
trans. John Drury (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1981), 121.

%0 Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall make You Free, 163; Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 169.
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reading of the Bible is done as a community, as a church, it is always an
unexpected experience.’*

While Siker’s categories come from a Scripture scholar, within the discipline of
ethics, Thomas Schubeck summarizes Gutiérrrez’s uses of the Bible as follows:**? He
first employs Scripture (e.g., the parable of the Last Judgment) to call for transformation
of the moral agent into one who opts for the poor in concrete acts as an expression of the
love for God. Gutiérrez also uses the same biblical text to provide criteria for ethical
judgment. Another use of Scripture in ethics is found in his commentary On Job in which
Gutiérrez uses the text to “criticize a theological-ethical system, and...to give a
theological grounding to human goods.”>*® The complaints of Job analogously become
the protesting word of Latin Americans against unjust systems (such as the doctrine of
retribution). A fourth use is the employment of Scripture in the provision of theological
basis for certain moral virtues. For instance, the transformed Job is an exemplar to
demonstrate the virtues of love and justice.

Gutiérrez basically employs a kind of hermeneutical circle that constantly
reinterprets the Bible based on social analysis of one’s concrete life situation and
historical praxis so as to construct new praxis. On the level of faith, he emphasizes that
the point of departure for this hermeneutical circle is the historical person of Jesus who
was born as a poor person among the oppressed people and hence is ‘God become poor’.

In other words, biblical hermeneutics is primarily Christological. Siker, however,

> Gustavo Gutiérrez, God of Life (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), xvi-xvii.
*2 Schubeck, 154-167.
>3 bid., 161.
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understands Gutiérrez’s hermeneutics as also communitarian, historical and militant:>*

As communitarian Gutiérrez emphasizes the need to interpret the Bible in the context of
faith communities; as historical he finds within biblical interpretation an interaction
between the historical experiences of both the author and the reader; as militant he
understands interpretation as starting with the struggles of the poor and calling for active
commitment to the concrete service to the poor.

In short, he calls for a radical approach towards the interpretation of the Bible: It
begins from the viewpoint of the contemporary world and one’s personal experience, and
then “goes to the roots of what the Bible actually is...to the essence of God’s revelation
in history and of God’ judgment on it.”**

As a whole, several commentators have praised him for his ability and skill as
biblical scholar and interpreter for today’s world, as demonstrated in his commentary on
the book of Job.>*® They find his use of Scripture appropriate and effective, especially in
developing the principle of preferential option for the poor.>*’ In particular, he is noted
for taking the scriptural text seriously and exegeting it with sensitivity. For instance, he is
commended for offering a good treatment of chapters 16 and 19 regarding Job’s desire
for a witness and a redeemer.>*® Indeed, he does not only use the Bible but also engages

in actual exegesis occasionally in his other writings as well. For instance, in his

discussion of the meaning of poverty in A Theology of Liberation, he examines the

> bid., 141-44.

> Gutiérrez, The Power of the Poor in History, 4.

> John W. de Gruchy, review of A Theology of Liberation, by Gustavo Gutiérrez, Journal of Theology for
Southern Africa 68 (Spring 1989): 119.

7 Schubeck, 170.

*8 paul R. Raabe, review of A Theology of Liberation, by Gustavo Gutiérrez, Concordia Journal 15, no. 2
(April 1989): 211-12.
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various meanings found in the Old Testament and from which he concludes that poverty
is an evil and a scandalous condition.>*°

Schubeck further praises him for integrating the Old Testament with the New
Testament (such as relating the Psalms and Exodus to the death and resurrection of Jesus)
smoothly, as well as seeking coherence in using Scripture, as in the case of reconciling
‘the just avenger’ image of God and ‘the merciful defender’ image of God in the book of
Job.> Moreover, he is in dialogue with contemporary biblical scholarship in his
exegetical task. In the interpretation of the meaning of go ‘el (avenger) in the book of Job,
for example, he first consults and then adopts the position of Robert Gordis that God is
the defender for Job.>*

However, his use of Scripture also receives critics. The Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, in particular, criticized him for selective re-reading of Scripture:>?
He emphasizes the theme of Yahweh as the God of the poor as well as the

theme of Matthew 25, but does not consider all the dimensions of
evangelical poverty. He then proceeds to form a unity between the poor of
the Bible and the exploited victims of the capitalist system. From this
follows his justification of revolutionary commitment on behalf of the
poor. This same selective reading highlights certain texts, which are given
an exclusively political meaning. The exodus, considered as a political
event, becomes a paradigm: liberation means political liberation. The

Magnificat of Mary (Luke 2:46ff) is interpreted in the same way. Genesis
is taken to mean a promethean glorification of liberating work.

> Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 165-68.

550 Schubeck, 169.

1 Gutiérrez, On Job, 66n17.

%2 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Ten Observations on the Theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez,”
in Liberation Theology: A Documentary History, ed. Alfred T. Hennelly (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1990), 348-50. The statement is first published in March 1983.The English text quoted here is translated by
Hennelly from the French version that Hennelly obtained in 1984. Hennelly claims that the little publicity
given to the statement by the Congregation implies that its interpretation of Gutiérrez’s theology is
incorrect.
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They also charged him for not examining the true meaning of the Beatitudes.>* In other
words, Gutiérrez is criticized for insisting an over-political reading of the Bible (even
though some readings are indeed more political than others). Although Siker disagrees
with the Vatican’s critics, he too is concerned that Gutiérrez wrongfully used the Exodus
story to advocate a political paradigm that does not lead to conquest of others, for the
common usage of Exodus leads to the conquest tradition that follows in Joshua.>>*

Both criticisms lead to the questions about his exegetical skill, his awareness of and
dealing with problematic or ‘bad’ texts and narratives in the Bible such as those that
promote violence. In the case of the conquest tradition in Exodus, for instance, Siker
believes that Gutiérrez is aware of the problem (of conquest and violence) for he does not
use them to advocate any conquest of others. However, like Haring he seems avoid any
confrontation with these texts.

Finally, Gutiérrez is applauded for dialectically relating Scripture with Christian
praxis and hence makes the Bible ‘a book of life” for all. Yet, Siker notes a fundamental
problem in Gutiérrez’s approaches to Scripture: He seems to hold two contradictory
approaches. On the one hand Gutiérrez’s emphasis on the interpreter’s experience or
perspective implies relative subjectivity in the reading of the Bible; on the other hand, he
seems to seek and use objective language of interpretation (such as the view that material

poverty is evil) to evaluate other interpretations.®

>3 Hennelly, 350.
%4 Siker, 147.
%5 hid..
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Despite the criticism by the hierarchy, Gutiérrez’s overall emphasis on the
interpreter’s experience and the experience of the faith community in particular, could
offer opportunities for seeking more truthful readings of the Bible. And his actual
engagement with the texts and biblical scholarship reflects a development beyond the

manualists’ approach.

3.3 Rosemary Radford Ruether

Rosemary Radford Ruether is a Roman Catholic feminist theologian from the
United States of America. She has been recognized as one of the founders of the modern
feminist movement in religion along with Beverly Harrison and Letty Russell.**® She
recalls that her feminist critique®’ began when she was part of the Civil Rights
Movement in the 1960s; and yet it was only when she was on sabbatical at Harvard
University (1972-73) that her feminist theology really began to develop.>®® Ruether aims
at searching for a feminist religious revolution that “reaches forward to an alternative that
can heal the splits between ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine,” between mind and body, between
males and females as gender groups, between society and nature, and between races and

classes.”*® Her subsequent feminist critical principle, like that of liberation theologians,

%% Rosalind F. Hinton, “A Legacy of Inclusion: An Interview with Rosemary Radford Ruether,” Cross
Currents 52, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 28.

" Ruether points out that her feminist critique embraces gender, class and race critiques, and thus is
different from the works of other feminist scholars like Mary Daly. See Hinton, 32.

%8 Hinton, 30.

%% Rebecca S. Chopp, “Seeing and Naming the World Anew: The Works of Rosemary Radford Ruether,”
Religious Studies Review 15, no. 1 (January 1989): 11. Chopp quotes Rosemary Radford Ruether, Women-
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is anthropocentric in focus: It is “the promotion of the full humanity of women.”>®

However, her feminist vision is sometimes perceived as radical, particularly by those who
attended the American Academy of Religion annual meeting in 1984 during which she
claimed that feminist theology is “contending, not simply for a part of the pie, but for a
new way of baking the pie itself, even to rewriting the basic recipe.””®*

Apart from being a well known feminist theologian, Ruether is also recognized as
a prolific writer.>®* Her writings cover a wide range of inter-related subjects, from
liberation theology to Roman Catholicism to contemporary Palestinian-Israeli relations to
environmental ethics.’®® Among them Sexism and God-Talk is seen as one of her most
important books and is praised for offering a comprehensive critique of systematic
theology from a feminist viewpoint.>®*

Strictly speaking, Ruether is not an ethicist. Yet, her ethical standpoint can be
found among her many writings, such as her ethical analysis of socialist feminism in

k.565

Sexism and God-Tal Another and more detailed work on ethics is Gaia and God in

Church: Theology and Practice of Feminist Liturgical Communities (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985),
3.

%80 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1983), 18.
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which she searches for an ethics of ‘eco-justice’.”®® Likewise, although Ruether is not a
biblical scholar, she understands Christianity as (at least partially) a ‘biblical religion’>®’
and thus turns to the Bible and offers a feminist critique of it. Elsewhere she also attempts
a feminist interpretation of the Bible. Therefore, it is worthwhile to revisit her use of
Scripture in feminist theology and in relation to Christian ethics.*®

Due to the emphasis of historical criticism in biblical scholarship during her
theological formation, Ruether has perceived the Bible from the start as “a product of
human history, the record of various human experiences seeking to articulate visions of
faithfulness to God.”*®® In concrete terms, the Bible is thus a collection of writings
“moved through many different stages and contexts...shaped by, dependent on, and yet
responding to, the religious world around it.”*"® However, Ruether’s feminist perspective

leads her to recognize the incompleteness of the Scripture—that is, “what we know about

women is sharply limited by what patriarchal men want us to know.”*"* And by means of

women generally have to accommodate themselves to a dualistic ‘world’ (public/private, labor/domesticity)
structured by masculinist values.” See Angela V. Askew, review of Sexism and God-Talk, by Rosemary
Radford Ruether, Union Seminary Quarterly Review 40, no. 3 (1985): 65.

*%¢ Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (San Francisco,
CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), 3.

%7 This view is hinted in her discussion of the development of feminine religious imagery in ancient
cultures. See Rosemary Radford Ruether, Mary: The Feminine Face of the Church (Philadelphia, PA: The
Westminster Press, 1977), 12.

%68 Our quest here will focus on several of her important books (especially Sexism and God-Talk, Gaia and
God, and Mary: The Feminine Face of the Church) and those essays that are related to feminist
hermeneutics.

% Siker, 171.

>% Rosemary Radford Ruether, Disputed Questions: On Being a Christian (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1989), 31.

%1 June O’Connor, review of Sexism and God-Talk, by Rosemary Radford Ruether, Religious Studies
Review 12, no. 3-4 (July-October 1986): 203.
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ideological critique of the Bible she identifies two types of religions/traditions in
Scripture that are in constant tension and dialectic relationship.>’2

The first type of biblical religion is one of sacred canopy/status quo within which
social and ideological superstructures of patriarchy are maintained. A typical example is
the sacralization of male domination and female subordination found in the creation/fall
stories in Genesis 1-3, especially the idea of imago dei in Genesis 1:27-28:

The definition of God as patriarchal male is presumed to be a projection

by patriarchal males of their own self-image and roles, in relation to

women and lower nature, upon God. Thus it is not ‘man’ who is made in

God’s image, but God who has been made in man’s image.573
Ruether claims that the ideologies that are found in religion and society and have been
developed in biblical interpretation traditions conceal the liberating content of the
Bible.>™ They are destructive and need to be denounced.

The second type of religion is a constructive, dynamic prophetic faith through
which those patriarchal ideologies can be constantly critiqued and discerned according to
the contexts of the faithful. The corresponding critique is thus one of internal self-critique
of the status quo.’” Ruether identifies this biblical self-critique as the ‘prophetic critique’
for it is rooted in the prophetic-liberating tradition.

Consequently, she perceives the Bible as containing both “religious

sanctifications of a patriarchal social order...[and] resources for the critique of both

> Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion: Principles of Ideological Critique of

the Bible,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 22 (Fall 1982): 56-65; Siker, 177.

> Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Imago Dei, Christian Tradition and Feminist Hermeneutics,” in Image of
God and Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition, ed. Kari Elizabeth Borresen (Oslo: Solum Forlag,
1991), 277.

%% Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 31.

*" Siker, 175.
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patriarchy and the religious sanctifications of patriarchy.”*’® She further perceives the
prophetic-liberating tradition as the central tradition of the Bible, arguing that this claim
is grounded in the general acceptance by biblical scholarship.>”” Only that which is rooted
in this tradition is normative for biblical faith.°"® She identifies several themes within this
prophetic-liberating tradition, among which is the perception of biblical interpretation as
a critique of the dominant systems.>"

Ruether then argues that the Bible is a source for feminist theology if and only if
the prophetic principle “[implies] a rejection of every elevation of one social group
against others as image and agent of God, [and] every use of God to justify social
domination and subjugation.”® In other words, many aspects of the Bible have to be set
aside or rejected.”®! Subsequently, the Bible is authoritative to feminist theology only to
the extent that its texts reflect this normative critical prophetic principle.”®* Still, Siker
notes that for several other reasons Ruether finds no final authority within Scripture:>*®
First, it is human experience that provides the ultimate norm for biblical authority (while
the Bible is only a codified collection of human experience). From the feminist
perspective, women’s experience in particular is normative. Ruether writes, “It is often

said that feminist hermeneutics starts with ‘experience,” but what is left unsaid in this

576 Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” 54.
> Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 24.

"8 Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” 55.
> Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 24.

%% 1hid., 23.

%81 1bid..

%% bid..

%83 Siker, 190-95.
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formula is that the experience that is assumed here is feminist experience.”%4 Second, in
order to make women’s experience visible, non-canonical texts are needed (since the
canonized Scripture in its present form is designed to silence or erase women’s voice).
Third, the Bible contains oppressive patriarchal texts that need rejection. Fourth,
Scripture is only one of the sources among several.

Therefore, Ruether seems to suggest that we should not bind ourselves
exclusively to the canonized Scriptures and that the Bible’s prophetic principle must
operate with historical, religious, philosophical and traditional-theological principles
found in other sources. They are used in conjunction with one another and offer critiques
of the others. Ruether’s view on how these principles are used can be succinctly
summarized as was by Reverend Angela Askew.

Ruether proposes useable feminist history and tradition in the

marginalized, countercultural movements [e.g., Gnosticism] throughout

the history of Christianity and recommends using traditional categories of

classical theology [e.g., Orthodox tradition], interpreted to correct their

androcentric (‘masculinist”) bias. From non-Christian religion and

philosophy she seeks insights into divine-human relations which promote

the full humanity of women. Finally, Ruether suggests drawing on the

philosophies and ideologies of the post-Enlightenment Western world [e.g.,

liberalism, romanticism, and socialism].>®

When Ruether cites Old Testament texts, they can be categorized into several
groups, such as the creation/fall stories (in Genesis 1-3), and the prophetic literature (such

as Isaiah 24, Amos 5, and Hosea 2).°®® In the New Testament, those frequently used

biblical texts are similarly categorized into different groups, including those traditions

%% Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experience:
The Case of the Imago Dei and Gender Equality,” in Radical Pluralism and Truth, ed. Werner G. Jeanrond
and Jennifer L. Rike (New York: Crossroad, 1991), 101.

% Askew, 61.

%% Siker, 171.
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that show women’s subordination to men (e.g., Ephesians 5) and the sayings of Jesus that
stress servanthood and anti-establishment (e.g., Matthew 20 and 23).

With regards to how these texts are actually used, Ruether acknowledges that
feminists face the dilemma of using Scripture to “critique tradition and suggest an
alternative way of relating experience and tradition, including [S]cripture.”®’ Yet, she
emphasizes that feminist theology is not repudiating the tradition but simply working to
liberate it from patriarchy.>® Thus, Ruether makes use of several biblical traditions
emerged from those selected texts to portray a renewable and liberating prophetic
Christian faith that contains ethical responsibilities.?®

The first is the covenant tradition in the Old Testament. She turns to the narratives
of God’s covenant with Abraham, sabbatical legislation, as well as prophetic literature to
emphasize the call to reciprocity, partnership, justice, and mutuality. She then applies this
tradition to the formation of faith communities for women and to the shaping of our
relation with nature in terms of ethical (and legal) responsibilities. Together with two
other Old Testament traditions that follow, they help the building and renewal of
authentic human communities in which all live in loving relationships with God and with
others.

The second is the exodus tradition. The Exodus experience of Israelites is used as

a liberation model for women and the transformation of the institutional church

%7 Ruether, “Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experience,” 96.

%% June O’Connor, review of Sexism and God-Talk, by Rosemary Radford Ruether, Christian Century 100,
no. 36 (November 30, 1983): 1116.

% Siker, 178-98. | depend on the outline by Siker of the different traditions. In fact, a good number of
these traditions are hinted in the titles of some of her writings, such as The Liberating Bond. Covenants—
Biblical and Contemporary, and Mary: The Feminine Face of the Church.
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community. In concrete terms, this tradition encourages people to depart from exploitive
and oppressive situations with the faith that God calls them to act so.

The third, jubilee tradition is grounded in the book of Leviticus. It calls for the
renewal of covenant faithfulness and envisions the kind of redeemed society/nature
intended by God. It thus reminds and provides a model for the contemporary world to
continue to restore righteous and just relationships that empowers the powerless.

The fourth is the Marian tradition. Ruether claims that “Lucan Mariology suggests
a real co-creatorship between God and humanity.”** In other words, Mary the mother of
Jesus represents what pure humanity is—one in its original goodness and anticipates the
eschatological humanity—and symbolizes those independent and active agents who
choose to cooperate with God freely. We are likewise called to have hope in God and
cooperate with God actively and freely.

The fifth is the historical Jesus tradition in which Jesus is portrayed as an
iconoclastic teacher and healer whose ministry is the climax of the prophetic critique of
religion in the Old Testament—such as its triumphalistic messianism and the status quo
of domination. Typical stances include Jesus’ emphasis on servanthood in Matthew
20:25-28 and his treatment of women as equals in Luke 10:38-42. Moreover, Jesus is
seen as one who preaches on a this-worldly kingdom that undoes oppression, and whose
praxis is paradigmatic and exemplary of God’s prophetic and redemptive act, as revealed
in the Synoptic gospels. As a whole, in our Christian and moral life, Jesus is the model

for rejecting domination and power, as well as identifying with and serving the poor.

%90 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 154.
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Specifically, Ruether employs the Lukan Beatitudes (Luke 6:20-26) to highlight
the socio-economic dimension of redemption and to discount the overly spiritualized
meaning found in Matthew’s version of the Beatitudes: “Luke does not minimize the
socioeconomic dimension of redemption, as does Matthew with his spiritualization of the
Beatitudes; in fact, he emphasizes it by adding the negative judgmental side of God’s
redemption as judgment on the rich.”*

The sixth is the Pauline tradition that bears both radical theology of Christ and
social conservatism. By referring to the Christological hymn in Philippians 2:6-11
Ruether first highlights God’s self-emptying (kenosis) that manifests the “kenosis of
patriarchy.”*% Then she points to the baptismal formula in Galatians 3:28 to undermine
the justification of domination. However, Ruther also reveals the social conservatism in
Paul (as in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16), especially in the subordination of women.
Nevertheless, the ethical implication of Pauline tradition is that when the powerful empty
themselves of power in the service of the poor, reconciliation may take place.

The last tradition regards Mary Magdalene as portrayed in the empty tomb
narrative in John 20:11-18. Ruether claims that Mary, being an unconventional woman, is
a role model for faithful discipleship and for women.>® Thus, she finds in this tradition a
call to challenge the Church’s conventional perception of women and its deformation of

Jesus’ prophetic and liberating message into a new status quo of hierarchy.

%1 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 156.
%2 |pid., 137.
%% Ruether, Mary: The Feminine Face of the Church, 40.
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Finally, all the above uses are by definition finite as the texts are historically
conditioned while the reader also operates within finite cultural contexts.***

The task of hermeneutics is understood by Ruether as a dialectical process
through which the people of the historical past converse with those who seek to speak
about God in present time.>® It is a circular task with human experience as its starting
point and ending point. And human experience itself is in an interacting dialectic—it
includes “experience of the divine and of one self, in relationship to society and the
world.”*® From the feminist perspective, this experience refers particularly to women’s
experiences as created by a male dominated society and culture. The awareness of this
unique experience, as well as the self-affirmation as autonomous persons capable of self-
determination in all relations, is crucial to a feminist hermeneutical method.>®”’

Regarding feminist hermeneutics, she suggests that there is a correlation between
the feminist critical principle and the biblical critical/prophetic principle.>*® This
correlation lies in several stances. First, use of both critical principles “examines
structures of injustice toward women, unmasks and denounces their cultural and religious
sanctifications, and points toward an alternative humanity, an alternative society, capable

of affirming the personhood of women.”*® Second, feminist critical principle is an

expansion and thus a continuity of biblical critical principle in a new context. Third, both

%% Rosemary Radford Ruether, The Church against Itself (New York: Herder & Herder, 1967), 226; Siker,
173.

% Ruether, Disputed Questions: On Being a Christian, 141; Siker, 173.

%% Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation: A Method of Correlation,” in Feminist
Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Letty M. Russell (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1985), 111.

97 Ruether, “Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experience,” 101.

%% Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation: A Method of Correlation,” 116-20.

** Ibid., 118.
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critical principles contain and acknowledge their limitations (such as insensitivity to other
groups) and the process of deformation (in which the present criticism may become
authoritative for a new establishment in another context).

She thus concludes that feminist hermeneutics is basically “the feminist

55600 <

radicalizing of the prophetic tradition, the feminist interpretation of prophetic

critique [of Scripture]...in the context of new communities of critical consciousness.”**!
What is innovative in feminist hermeneutics, as she understands it, is

not the prophetic norm but rather feminist’s appropriation of this norm for

women...By including women in the prophetic form, feminism sees what

male prophetic thought generally had not seen: that once the prophetic

norm is asserted to be central to Biblical faith, then patriarchy can no

longer be maintained as authoritative.®*

Last but not least, she points out that feminist hermeneutics differs from Catholic
magisterial and classical Protestant views in that it perceives “all human constructs of
thought [as] relative and fallible.”®® Even the feminist formulations “must be constantly
tested by the ethical results of the appropriated theories for [their] experience.”eo4

This self-critique leads us to a critical evaluation of her use of Scripture.®® It can
be divided into three areas: Selection of text, interpretation, and methodology. First, some
find her selectivity with respect to Scripture well grounded in history.®% Others, however,

find her use at times too selective. In the above discussion of the Pauline tradition where

800 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 31.

601 Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation: A Method of Correlation,” 122.

802 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 24.

603 Ruether, “Imago Dei, Christian Tradition and Feminist Hermeneutics,” 278.

604 Ruether, “Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experience,” 103.

%05 It is important to note that most commentators and reviewers have commented on her feminist theology
rather than her use of Scripture. Also, those who have done so are mainly Christian feminist scholars, such
as Elizabeth Schissler Fiorenza and Carol Christ.

896 O’ Connor, review of Sexism and God-Talk (July-October 1986): 203.
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Ruether employs the Christological hymn in Philippians 2:5-11, for instance, she only
appeals to the process of kenosis in the first half of the hymn and totally omits the second
half that, in her perception, might suggest certain triumphalism.®”’ They also note that her
suggestion that new texts need to be selected for a working canon so that women’s
experience could be visible is problematic: What are, for example, the criteria for the
selection of these new texts? Or, how likely will one choose texts that are challenging
“with the result that even new working canons will probably tend to sacralize the
particular experiences and understandings of those choosing the texts.”*®

Second, with regards to the task of interpretation, many commend her for
appropriating the prophetic tradition for women in particular. A concrete stance is the
praise of her interpretation of the biblical condemnation of idolatry in Sexism and God-
Talk: “For a definitively male God to declare ‘Thou shalt have no other God before Me’
is the very epitome of idolatry in that it takes literally an image of the divine, setting it up
in place of reality. She has coined the term God/ess for divinity...as a term...to express
the appropriation of female imagery for the divine...as another way of referring to the
same God.”® Siker, however, gives contrary comments, especially concerning Ruether’s
portrayal of Jesus: He wonders if Ruether’s interpretation of Jesus as an iconoclastic
teacher/healer is shaped by her own iconoclastic self?°*

Third, two major concerns about Ruether’s methodological construction in the

prophetic-liberating tradition in the Bible are noted. The first concerns her claim that the

%7 Siker, 186.

%8 hid., 193.

%99 \Winsome Munro, review of Sexism and God-Talk, by Rosemary Radford Ruether, Religious Education
78, no. 4 (Fall 1983): 597.

®10 Siker, 201.
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prophetic tradition is central to the Bible. It leads to a threefold question:®*! 1) On what
grounds does she reject other traditions such as covenant as the central tradition? 2)
Though her claim of prophetic tradition is grounded on biblical scholarship, do most
Scripture scholars take to mean the tradition in the same way as she does? 3) What would
be the possible problems of making such a claim?

The second concern is raised by several feminist theologians who are concerned
about the prophetic-liberating tradition itself. New Testament scholar Elisabeth Schussler
Fiorenza criticizes her for idealizing the prophetic tradition and failing to identify the
androcentric elements within the tradition.®*? She thus concludes that Ruether has taken a
‘neo-orthodox’ approach to Scripture that “serves more to rescue biblical religion from its
feminist critics than to develop a feminist historical hermeneutics that could
incorporate...[a] feminist spiritual quest for women’s power.”®*3

Theologian Carol Christ echoes Fiorenza’s criticism and points out some
problematic natures of prophetic traditions:

[They reflect] a relatively comfortable, urban (and it should be added

misogynist) priestly class...Though I too find some of the ethical

injunctions of the prophets inspiring, I find them embedded in a
patriarchal ‘Yahweh alone’ theology, which I find problematic...even the

I Ibid..

612 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her (New York: Crossroad, 1983), 19. In a response to
Schiissler Fiorenza’s criticism, Ruether clarifies that she was simply describing “a certain liberating
‘dynamic’ which is expressed in the prophetic messianic tradition, and also, in secular form, in modern
liberation movements, which have unacknowledged roots in biblical faith.” (Rosemary Radford Ruether,
review of In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins, by Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza, Horizons 1, no. 2 (1984): 148). Ruether also states that she is aware of the limitations
of the prophetic-liberating traditions. She writes, “But even when biblical texts are most clearly in this
prophetic mode, not all dimensions of unjust relations may be discerned...Even at its best, prophetic insight
has some limitations of the sociology of consciousness of its spokesmen (generic not intended).” (Ruether,
Sexism and God-Talk, 33-34). In return, she is convinced that Schiissler Fiorenza’s approach is similar to
her own.

813 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 19.
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traditions Ruether cites as liberating are themselves part of an oppressive

patriarchal theology and not themselves adequate models for feminist

theology and spirituality.®**
Biblical scholar Elizabeth Achtemeier also comments that,

while Ruether finds biblical authority only in the critical judgment and

transformation that lie at the base of the Jewish and Christian prophetic

tradition...[she] “cannot deny that [feminist theology] learned this pattern
of thought from biblical religion and that biblical religion taught this
tradition to modern liberation movements. Thus while it repudiates the
patriarchy of biblical religion, it nevertheless claims this underlying
prophetic base of biblical religion.”®"

Rebecca Chopp, a former student of Ruether, further notes that the prophetic-
liberating tradition lacks historical accuracy and the ability to identify practices of
subversion and transformation that already exist.®*® She is concerned that it may
“overlook the pleasure as well as pain that women have had in the daily practices of
Christianity.”®"’

Critics thus wonder if Ruether has elevated the prophetic principle into an
ideology itself. In concrete terms, who criticizes the prophets and how do we know what
the authentic voice is? | find these criticisms and questions both challenging and yet
necessary.

As a whole, we can draw upon these concerns raised by her feminist colleagues

and comment that Ruether, while overtly trying to counteract patriarchy in the Bible—

both by showing it is not the core message of Jesus, and by bringing in the criterion of

814 Carol P. Christ, “A Spirituality for Women,” in Laughter of Aphrodite: Reflections on a Journey to the
Goddess (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 62-63.

813 Elizabeth Achtemeier, “The Impossible Possibility: Evaluating the Feminist Approach to Bible and
Theology.” Interpretation 42, no. 1 (January 1988): 49. Achtemeier quotes Christian Feminism, ed. Judith
L. Weidman (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984), 15.

816 Chopp, 11.

7 Ibid..
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women’s experience—still misses recognizing those androcentric elements in the texts
she employed and the problem of the prophetic tradition she proposed. Methodologically
speaking, it points to the question of her exegetical accuracy and how well she has
achieved in her reading of the prophetic texts.

However, we still have to acknowledge that her feminist interpretation is rather
impressive, partly because at times she turns to the expertise of biblical scholars for
insight, as in the case of Gutiérrez. In the interpretation of Genesis 1:27 (“imago”), for
instance, Ruether first consults Hebrew Scripture scholars before making the claim that
“dominion over creation is the essential meaning of the term ‘image’ in this text,”®*® and
that “the expression ‘male and female’ is not intended to modify the phrase ‘image of
God.”®"®

In conclusion, although there are mixed comments regarding her approach to and
use of Scripture, Siker rightly points out that Ruether’s attempt uncovers those ‘fossilized
texts’ and ‘fossilized interpretations’ in the Bible and hence calls for honest reflection on

how and why the Bible is used as it is in the Church.®?

618 Ruether, “Imago Dei, Christian Tradition and Feminist Hermeneutics,” 262. Ruether cites Gunnlaugur
Jonsson, The Image of God: Gen. 1:26-28 in a Century of Old Testament Research (Stockholm: Almquist
and Wiksell, 1988).

819 Ruether, “Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experience,” 98. Ruether cites
Phyllis Bird, “Male and Female, He Created Them: Gen. 1:27b in the Context of the Priestly Account of
Creation,” Harvard Theological Review 74 (1981): 128-59.

%20 Siker, 202.
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3.4 William C. Spohn

William Spohn (1944-2005) was a former member of the Society of Jesus and
student of James Gustafson. He had been a professor of theological ethics since the late
1970s. As a Christian ethicist his approach towards ethics was basically one of virtue
ethics. He believed that “virtue ethics provides the most comprehensive account of moral
experience and that it stands closer to the issues of moral life. As such, it is superior to
the other common ethical approaches, an ethics that focuses on obligation and one that
emphasizes consequences.”®?! In particular, he paid special attention to character,
narratives and the paradigmatic feature of virtue ethics.

However, as his former colleague and New Testament scholar John R. Donahue
recalls, Spohn took the Second Vatican Council’s call to renew moral theology with
Scripture seriously and thus perceived Scripture as an apt metaphor for his work.%?? One
concrete demonstration of his commitment to Vatican II’s call is his great interest in
engaging Scripture with ethics, both academically and religiously: As a Jesuit scholastic
he was actively engaged with biblically based prayer groups.®?® And since the publication
of What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics? in 1984, Spohn continued to write
articles and present papers on Scripture and ethics, among them including the often cited

“The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology.”624

%21 Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 27.

%22 John R. Donahue, “Hearers and Doers of the Word. The Challenge of William C. Spohn to Scripture and
Ethics,” Explore 10, no. 2 (Spring 2007): 10.

623 Donahue, “Hearers and Doers of the Word,” 10.

824 Other publications include “Response to ‘The Ethics of the Septuagint Book of Proverbs’,” Society of
Biblical Literature (Anaheim, 1985); “Scripture and Natural Law: Incommensurate Languages?” Catholic
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This commitment, unsurprisingly, also leads to his disagreement with those who
advocated an ethics of autonomy (like Josef Fuchs and Bruno Schuller) for he perceived
this moral autonomy school “limited the role of Scripture to offering paraenesis and
motivation for an ethical system based primarily on the natural law, seasoned with
systematic theology.”®® In contrast, he was convinced that virtue ethics provides the
most appropriate avenue for engaging Scripture, especially the story of Jesus in the New
Testament.®®

In his later academic life, he further integrated spirituality into his ethical quest
and published several articles on spirituality and ethics, such as “The Need for Roots and
Wings: Spirituality and Christian Ethics” and “Will Spirituality Take the Place of
Ethics?”®?" He noted that both virtue ethics and spirituality “share common ground in
appreciating the formative role of habitual behavior” and the notion of practices is a key
to linking the two disciplines.??® From there he proposed in his second major book, Go
and Do Likewise: Jesus and Ethics, that the New Testament, virtue ethics and spirituality

complement each other as sources for critical reflection of discipleship.®®® He pointed out

that “Jesus Christ is the paradigm for Christian moral life...[and makes the case

Theological Society of America (Boston, 1987); “Parable and Narrative in Christian Ethics,” Theological
Studies 51, no. 1 (1990): 100-14; and “Scripture and Ethics in the Twentieth Century. Response to Jeffrey
Siker’s Scripture and Ethics: Twentieth Century Portraits,” Society of Biblical Literature (New Orleans,
November, 1996). See his curriculum vitae as posted on the internet by Santa Clara University in 2002.
http://www-relg-studies.scu.edu/facstaff/spohn/cv.pdf (accessed on August 25, 2009).

825 5pohn, “The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology,” 99-101.

626 Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 27-28. The relationship between virtue ethics and Scripture will be
discussed in Part Two of this work.
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that]...the story of Jesus shapes Christian ethics through the convergence of...the New
Testament, virtue ethics, and spirituality [whose practices are mandated by the New
Testament].”630

In fact, his integration of Scripture, ethics, and spirituality is closely related to his
own faith journey. Christian ethicist Martha Stortz, Spohn’s wife, succinctly recalls, “The
combination of the Charismatic Renewal and Jesuit spirituality drew him deeply into
questions of Christian discipleship. Scripture and the life of Jesus anchored that
journey.”®*!

Although Spohn is not as prolific as Ruether, the two above-mentioned books on
Scripture and ethics have been well known to many in both fields. In particular, What are
They Saying about Scripture and Ethics was fully revised and expanded ten years later.
This new edition, Spohn claimed, “focuses on the problem of hermeneutics which has
become central to the use of Scripture.”®*

Nevertheless, Donahue notes that Scripture animated Spohn’s work “from the
inside to external expression.”®*® Therefore, our discussion will focus on his engagement
with Scripture in ethics (rather than solely on the use of Scripture) and will largely be
based on these two books and some of his related writings.

Scripture as a whole was perceived by Spohn as the story of a people called and

led by God to be a distinctive community and a particular sort of person.®®* It presents a

830 hid., 1-3, 186.
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new way of life for God’s people to follow which is inseparable from the history that has
revealed God.®* Thus, the use of Scripture in Christian ethics must be rooted in this
history. With regards to its authority, he claimed that “unless the person perceives some
resonance between the stories of Scripture and personal experience, it is unlikely that the
stories will speak with authority.”®*® Elsewhere when he talked about Christian identity
he claimed that “Scripture has authority over discernment but not the final word.”®*’ In
other words, he adopted the common view that Scripture is one of the four sources of
Christian ethics. Still, he claimed that the other three indispensible sources “at least must
be compatible with the basic patterns inherent in the story of Jesus” even if the story of
Jesus is not the only norm.®®® This stress is due to the fact that the story of Jesus
emphasizes certain moral dispositions that other sources neglect, like the forgiveness of
enemies.®* That said, he acknowledged that any coherent ethical argument must draw on
these other sources in an integrated way. He thus said, “Our selection of biblical material
must be justified by the other sources we use: Theological validity in the tradition,
consistency with the normative portrait of the human person in ethics, and relevance to
the factual situation as determined by the best empirical analysis available.”®*
Regarding what scriptural texts are used, Donahue notes that “Go and do
likewise” (Luke 10:37) and “Only live your life in a manner worthy of the Gospel”

(Philippians 1:27) are the two most crucial biblical texts in guiding Spohn’s constructive

%% Spohn, What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics, 2.

8% Spohn, “Scripture,”101.

%7 Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 164.

838 Spohn, “Jesus and Christian Ethics,” Theological Studies 56 (1995): 102.
%39 Ibid., 102.

840 Spohn, What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics, 121.
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work.®* Still, Spohn employed other texts from the New Testament witness, with special
attention to the story of Jesus as found in the gospels. For instance, in Go and Do
Likewise, one half of the cited texts are from the four gospels and two thirds of the
remaining half are from the Pauline letters (and the book of Revelation). And among the
Old Testament writings he mainly quoted the Psalms and Isaiah in his discussion of
emotions and dispositions.

His particular focus on Jesus is partly because of the trend within the field. He
himself commented, “Major recent works on New Testament ethics anchor these
teachings in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. The 1994 convention of the CTSA [Catholic
Theological Society of America] addressed the theme of Jesus for the first time in its

99642

fifty-year history.””™ This comment gives us a hint to his use of the name ‘Jesus’ in some

of his subsequent writings, such as “Jesus and Ethics.”®*
A second reason is based on his perception of the New Testament. For Spohn the
New Testament presents a way of life—i.e., pattern of discipleship—through the story of

Jesus.%

He understood Jesus’ parables, teaching and table fellowship (as manifested in
the gospel narratives) as revealing the characteristics of the reign of God and hence

setting the path for discipleship.®* In particular, he gave primacy to “the Synoptic

%1 Donahue, “Hearers and Doers of the Word,” 11.

642 Spohn, “Jesus and Christian Ethics,” 92.

%3 William C. Spohn, “Jesus and Ethics,” Proceedings of the Catholic Theological Society of America 49
(1994): 40-57. Other examples include “Jesus and Christian Ethics,” and “Jesus and Moral Theology,” in
Moral Theology: New Directions in Fundamental Issues, ed. James Keating (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2004),
24-42.
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[glospels’ portrayal of discipleship as configured by the Cross and Resurrection of Jesus,
in order to shape the character of Christians and their communities.”®*°

A third and subsequent reason is his perception of the entire story of Jesus: He
was aware of the dilemma (among ethicists) regarding the significance of Jesus’ teaching
for moral life and thus sought a middle road, proposing that Jesus is “normative for
Christian ethics as its concrete universal.”®" As concrete universal he meant that the
particular life story of Jesus has a universal meaning and is morally relevant in every
situation of the Christian life.**® In other words, Jesus is “the paradigm that normatively
guides Christian living.”®*

His overall engagement with Scripture, as Donahue observes, takes various
forms.®*® First, he paid attention to literary genre and the contexts of the texts in order to
advocate for a narrative theology. In doing so, he first moved away from the traditional
emphasis on history. Spohn wrote: “There are many forms of literature in the Bible
besides history: poetry...parable, wisdom, legal codes, exemplary fiction...etc. In fact,
history in the modern sense is not the primary intention of the texts.”®>!

He then focused particularly on biblical narratives and pointed out that they guide

moral reflection and action more directly than other literary forms in several ways:**? 1)

Our Judeo-Christian faith responds to the depiction of God and other creations in the

*% bid., 96.

647 Spohn, “Jesus and Christian Ethics,” 101-02; Frank J. Matera, review of Go and Do Likewise: Jesus and
Ethics, by William C. Spohn, Theological Studies 60 (September 1999): 542.

%48 Matera, review of Go and Do Likewise, 543.
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%2 William C. Spohn, “Parable and Narrative in Christian Ethics,” Theological Studies 51, no. 1 (1990):
109-11.
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form of narratives; 2) they serve as ‘lenses’ for interpreting our own experiences as
analogous to those biblical paradigms and hence point to an analogous response; 3)
biblical narratives interpreted in faith communities can inform and inspire moral
dispositions/virtues (e.g., the narrative of the woman caught in adultery in John 8:1-11
informs us the call for both justice and mercy); and 4) ‘pictorial’ commands in narratives
(such as turning the other cheek) offer guides to imagination and emotion. He was
convinced that narrative theology “operates closer to the fabric of Christian moral
experience than most speculative theologies...[and] can support a broader definition of
ethics that recognizes the normative guidance that symbolic material brings to disposition
and character.”®?

Second, Spohn engaged Scripture in highlighting of “the paradigmatic role of
certain themes and texts, such as the Exodus, the teaching of non-violence in the Sermon
on the Mount, hospitality to the stranger and the vulnerable in the parable of the Good
Samaritan, and the enacted proclamation by Jesus at the Lord’s Su]p]per.”654 In concrete
terms, he employed various biblical texts to illustrate the transformation of character with
respect to perception, dispositions, and identity.®*®

One particular text used by Spohn to illustrate this is the Sermon on the Mount in
Matthew 5-7:°°° He first turned to Matthew 6 to show that the Bible corrects and sharpens
our perception regarding fairness/justice and intercessory prayer. He then discussed how

(133

the Lord’s Prayer in 6:9-13 can “‘tutor the emotions’ to form deeper dispositions that

%3 Spohn, “Parable and Narrative in Christian Ethics,” 113.
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enable us to conform our lives to the pattern of Jesus’ life.”®*" Finally, he turned to
Matthew 5 and 6 to illustrate that our Christian identity is one of a forgiving community.
For Spohn the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew is the major collection of Jesus’ explicit
moral teaching in the New Testament in transforming our character and communal
identity.®*®

Third, he engaged in the provision of directives for using Scripture for moral
discourse. By comparing the Exodus narrative and the story of the holy war in the book
of Judges, for example, Spohn demonstrated the following criteria: 1) The Exodus
narrative is central to the canon and continues to serve as a source of revelation; 2) it
conveys a theologically sound image of God as Redeemer; 3) it is in consistency with
Jesus Christ of the New Testament who is the new Moses in liberating the people; 4) its
image of God as healing judge (rather than dispenser of retributive justice) is appropriate
to our situation and sheds light upon it; and 5) the corresponding action concurs with the
standards of human morality.®**

With regards to the task of hermeneutics, as mentioned earlier, Spohn dealt with
the problem in his What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics.®® He realized that

hermeneutics has become central to the use of Scripture and thus proposes a three-step

analytical framework—namely, the selection, interpretation and application of the

%7 Hays, review of Go and Do Likewise, 635.

%8 Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 121.

®95pohn, What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics, 120-21.
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What are They Saying about Scripture and Ethics, 8-13.
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selected texts—that analyzes ethical arguments that appeal to Scripture.®® The
framework basically deals with three corresponding questions: What biblical material is
used or focused upon? Why is it interpreted in a particular fashion? How may it, so
interpreted, be practically applied to contemporary life?

Famously, he identified five different ways/models of using Scripture emerging
from various contemporary theological positions.?®> Among them he perceived the
‘responding love’ model as a more constructive approach: It supplements other
approaches and “builds on the work of the narrative theologians but broadens the
selection beyond story to include biblical symbols, mandates, and terms of address for
God.”®3 It understands that one is called not just to imitate the master but to participate
in the life and mission of Jesus Christ. By focusing on the story of Jesus and his new
commandment of love, Spohn was convinced that our responsive love is the reason for
morality.

In addition, his hermeneutical approach is also one of ‘appreciation’—he argued
that it is through ‘generosity’ rather than suspicion that the gap between Scripture’s world

and ours can be bridged. Such generosity points to the cultivation of ‘analogical

%% |pid., 13.

%2 The first model focuses on the experience of a Divine call in answering the fundamental question of
‘what ought I to do?’ The second model suggests that Scripture functions as a reminder of morality that is
integrally human. Theologians of this model are convinced that Scripture empowers us to flourish in a way
God intended for human beings. The third model perceives Scripture as a call to liberation and thus uses
Scripture to support a commitment to the oppressed. The fourth model focuses on the moral agent and is
convinced that Scripture is used for the transformation of the agent’s identity and character. In other words,
it shifts the focus from ‘doing’ to ‘being’. It uses narratives and parables to demonstrate that Scripture
challenges the reader’s deepest identity and presuppositions. The fifth model perceives Scripture as a
means through which we can discern God’s love for us in Christ.
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imagination’.®®* Specifically, he argued that in our interpretation of the gospels analogical
imagination®® helps bridge the moral reflection of Christians and the words and deeds of
Jesus.®®

Within the context of Christian moral reflection on Scripture, analogy points to
the relationship between “the biblical text in relation to its world and today’s Christian
community in relation to its world.”®®” Spohn claimed that the story of Jesus is the prime
‘analogate’ for Christian moral life.®®® Together with other analogies found in Scripture
they guide our Christian imagination.®®® This analogical imagination, as Spohn
interpreted,

moves analogically from the classic patterns of his story to discover how

to act faithfully in new situations. The basic command that Jesus gives at

the end of the Good Samaritan story invites Christians to think

analogically: “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:37). The mandate is not “Go

and do whatever you want.” The term “likewise” implies that Christians

should be faithful to the story of Jesus yet creative in applying it to their
context.®”

84 Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 2; Andrew J. Goddard, review of Go and Do Likewise: Jesus and Ethics,
by William C. Spohn, Modern Believing 41, no. 2 (April 2000): 51. Spohn relies on the works of William
Lynch and David Tracy in his discussion of analogical imagination. In particular, Spohn’s understanding is
influenced by Tracy’s insights on ‘focal meaning’ that is needed for the subject to reflect analogically. See
Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 56-60; David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the
Culture of Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1981).

85 The term ‘analogical’ stands in contrast to ‘univocal’ and ‘equivocal’ in that it bears both similarities
and dissimilarities. By recognizing the similarities and dissimilarities one is able to move from a familiar,
original paradigm to the unfamiliar, new experience within limitations. It entails actions that are congruent
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the prototype (which involves the imagination). See Spohn, Go and Do Likewise, 55; Spohn, “Scripture,”
100.
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That means, it discerns those paradigms and guiding images that connect the biblical
story with our own situation so that they shape our action in such a way that we ‘go and

d.°™ For example, in the case of ‘turning the other

do likewise’ what Jesus said and di
cheek’, such imagination reveals that this pictorial ideal calls us not only to non-
retaliation but also to seek a congruent response.®’

Moreover, through faithful imagination the story of Jesus can become
“paradigmatic for moral perception, disposition, and identity...[for] it enables us to
recognize which features of experience are significant, guides how we act, and forms who
we are in the community of faith.”®"® Thus, for Spohn analogical imagination is “one of
the most important ways in which the gospel influences action faithful to it.”®’* He
demonstrated how the analogical imagination is exercised by presenting expositions of
several biblical narratives. In the story of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10), for instance, he
pointed out that the story captures “the pattern of the Christian moral life as a response to
the surprising and undeserved gift of God’s acceptance of us.”®”® Creative imagination
then allows us to identify in Zacchaeus our own experience of lacking the power to do

what is right. In the Johannine account of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet (John 13), he

pointed out that the new commandment of love as expressed in verse 34 (“Just as I have

%71 Goddard, review of Go and Do Likewise, 51.

872 §pohn, “Teaching Scripture and Ethics,” 278.
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loved you, you also should love one another”) echoes “go and do likewise” and hence our
corresponding rituals should reenact rather than merely repeat the action.®”

In short, analogical imagination reveals to each of us in a unique way what
Christ’s invitation to discipleship is.*”” And for Spohn the challenge of Christian ethics
today is to think analogically—to be faithful and creative at the same time.

As a whole, Spohn’s effort in proposing a synthetic task for a Christian ethics
informed by Scripture has drawn positive attention from both areas of theology. As Stortz
recalls, she was impressed by his attempt to bring Scripture “to bear on issues [such as
immigration and homosexuality] that had previously been treated within the narrow
scope of moral norms and casuistry.”®"® Another professor also commended him for
challenging Christian ethicists to go beyond the descriptive results found in biblical
scholarship to explain the moral and spiritual meaning of imitating Jesus.®” In addition,
Spohn was also remembered for being sensitive to the flawed use of Scripture by others,
such as Pope John Paul II’s Veritatis Splendor where Spohn faulted the encyclical on its
selection, interpretation, and application of the biblical texts used.®®
On the other hand, his Go and Do Likewise, though an exploratory work by nature,

is particularly praised for correlating various disciplines in a constructive manner—the

reconnection of the spiritual and moral life of the New Testament.®® What is distinctive
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in this work is the focus on “the formation of the character of the moral agent through
practices of spirituality.”®® His methodological approach, namely, the analogical
imagination, also received warm welcome. One ethicist even comments that the use of
the concept of analogy is the most appropriate way to engage the reader and Scripture.®®
Regarding his use of Scripture, two of the above reviewed biblical scholars, Hays
and Matera, praise Spohn for highlighting the importance of biblical narratives for the
moral life of believers. ®* Yet they also express their concerns about his actual use of
Scripture. First, they comment that he did not deal more fully with the gospel
narratives.®® Second, Hays wonders whether Spohn had sufficiently taken into account
the apocalyptic element of the gospels and the diversity of the New Testament writings in
general.®® Third, it is further pointed out that Spohn could use and discuss the Pauline
and pastoral epistles more for it is in them that much of our spiritual and moral tradition
is rooted.®®” For example, while he rightly quoted Ephesians 5:21 to challenge the male-
dominated structure of marriage and suggests that one should “continue to push beyond
patriarchal definitions of marriage relations,” he did not take this opportunity to deal with
or confront those other Pauline texts that may condone a male-dominated structure of
marriage.®®® Therefore, like the other above-surveyed ethicists, he seemed remain silent
to those problematic texts and/or unable to confront them even though he interpreted the

Bible as a whole as opposing oppression and hierarchy.
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Nevertheless, these biblical scholars praise Spohn’s work for being well informed
by contemporary biblical studies.?®® For example, they point out that his discussion of
Jesus’ kingdom message is noticeably influenced by the work of New Testament scholar
N. T. Wright.*®

In sum, I think Spohn’s commitment and contribution to Scripture and ethics can
be best summarized in Donahue’s remarks after his death: “Bill provided a guide to
Catholic theology for the then largely unexplored territory of Scripture and moral

theology.”®*

3.5 Where are We Now?

In this chapter I have surveyed how certain Catholic/Christian ethicists integrate
Scripture in their ethical framework that is built upon their particular perspectives. Like
the situation we have seen among the biblical scholars, each of these examined ethicists
has offered certain specific methodological insights into the use of Scripture in ethics.
Héring, though a manualist, has contributed to the integration of Scripture and ethics by
stressing the importance of Scripture in Christian moral life, and by being a pioneer in
and advocate for employing Scripture in the field of moral theology during the Vatican Il
era. He has demonstrated to us this vision by his frequent use of biblical texts in his moral

reflection and by his various ways of using Scripture. However, his theological formation

%89 Matera, review of Go and Do Likewise, 543; Hays, review of Go and Do Likewise, 635.
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as a manualist also has certain negative impacts on his overall use of the Bible. His
uses—both text-proofing and other attempts like word studies— remain superficial and
immature and do not generate real engagement between the texts and the ethical
reflection built upon his ethical framework. Also, he has failed to recognize the particular
contexts and diversity of the texts used. The biblical texts employed are rather one sided
with over-emphasis on the New Testament witness. There is no real exegetical task
conducted or interaction with biblical scholarship, and hermeneutics is lacking. All these
make his overall Scripture-based ethics at times unconvincing.

In the case of Gutierrez, we note a positive development. Like Haring he
recognizes the close bond between Scripture and theology, especially the important role
played by Scripture in his liberation theology framework. Though he insists on the
interpreter’s experience and authority in reading Scripture, he does not reject the
authority of the Bible. Also, he seems to take into consideration the expertise of biblical
scholars in his understanding of the meanings of the texts. Moreover, he attempts to
engage in the exegetical task prior to interpreting the text through his hermeneutical
circle. Thus he goes beyond Haring by interacting with the texts and biblical scholarship.
Unfortunately, the biblical texts employed in his works tend to be selective, and their uses
are also rather narrow and limited. Although he turns to both the Old Testament and New
Testament witnesses, certain texts such as the parable of the Last Judgment in Matthew
25, the Exodus account and the story of Job seem to be used repeatedly for his various
arguments, such as the preferential option for the poor. In specific, they are chosen and

used in a way that fits into his univocal, liberation (and partial socio-political)
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agenda/framework. Such way of proceeding tends to ignore other possible meanings of
these texts and the core themes of the Bible as a whole.

Ruether likewise has set her own feminist agenda at the beginning. Yet, her use of
Scripture reveals further advancement from that of Gutiérrez and Haring. In dealing with
the biblical texts, for instance, she takes into account the historical aspect of the texts and
hence puts her approach somewhat in line with that of the traditional biblical scholarship.
Moreover, unlike Gutiérrez, Ruether recognizes those diverse traditions within the Bible
other than the one she perceives as central. She is also able to correlate these various
traditions with her feminist reflection. As a whole she demonstrates a better
understanding of Scripture than the other two theologians. In addition, by correlating
feminist critical principles and prophetic critical principles in the construction of a
feminist hermeneutics, she demonstrates a certain degree of integration between two
different disciplines. Finally, as in the case of Gutiérrez, she engages in dialogue with
biblical scholarship through her exegetical attempts on certain biblical texts, which makes
her interpretation more convincing. However, her use of Scripture also shares certain
limitations found in Gutiérrez’s case. Like Gutiérrez she is somehow bound by her
theological agenda so much so that she over-focuses on a particular tradition (prophetic-
liberating tradition) without sound justification. This only weakens her overall
hermeneutical argument. Furthermore, her use of the Bible is also rather selective in that
the texts are chosen to support her agenda and hence distort the original meanings of the

texts.
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Spohn’s commitment to the call to integrate Scripture into moral theology
exemplifies what H&ring has advocated. Like Gutiérrez and Ruether he attempts to
integrate Scripture into a solid ethical framework. He also searches for themes in his use
of the Bible. All three of them also engage in dialogue with biblical scholarship. Yet he
differs from Ruether in that his attention goes beyond the historical aspect of the texts to
the literary genres and contexts of the texts. In addition, his affirmative hermeneutical
approach contrasts to the feminist perspective and thus makes the Bible more compatible
with the reader’s ethical framework. Finally, he advances Gutiérrez and Ruether’s use of
Scripture in that he engages in the synthetic task although he involves himself much less
in the exegetical task. However, as in the case of Haring, the attempt to seek a
unity/synthesis of biblical texts risks the danger of neglecting the diversity within
Scripture. Moreover, his over-emphasis on the story of Jesus seems to ignore other
biblical traditions that are equally important for moral reflection. The over-reliance on the
role of narratives is similarly narrow and contradicts his claims to be attentive to other
literary genres.

Thus, as a whole, the advances and insights by these ethicists contribute to the
development of a more integrated Scripture-based ethics in the following ways. First,
they have demonstrated that there is a real need to interact with both the texts and biblical
scholarship in order to produce a sound Scripture-based ethics. Second, the task of
hermeneutics is necessary for not only bridging the two disciplines but also in the actual
use of Scripture. In particular, one’s ethical framework is crucial to how the biblical texts

are used and interpreted. Thus, the attempts of these ethicists somehow reveal a stronger
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interest in integrating Scripture into their ethical framework than biblical scholars show
about the ethical theory by ethicists. Last but not least, their employment of Scripture in
ethics confirms the development and shift from concern with norms and biblical authority
to the role of Scripture in forming vision/values and practices of communities of
discipleship and its relevance in equality and social justice.

In sum, since the time when Tillmann began to systematically employ Scripture in
moral reflection, we witness a slow but positive development among theological ethicists
in their use of Scripture. In the beginning, they were focusing on the advocacy of using
Scripture in moral theology. Then they began to demonstrate the actual employment of
the Bible within their own contexts and ethical perspectives such as liberation and
feminist theologies. Various ways of using Scripture were identified. At the same time,
Christian ethicists became aware of the role of hermeneutics in bridging the two
disciplines. Until now, some of these ethicists like Spohn began to note that scriptural
texts need to be employed properly should a genuine Scripture-based ethics be
constructed.

However, their interest, commitment and contributions do not mean that they
have achieved a more integrated Scripture-based ethics. Certain issues regarding the
selection, textual interpretation, and methodology emerged. In the first place, the biblical
texts employed are in general selective. The criteria of choosing the texts seem to depend
on one’s own agenda. The texts selected also tend to be limited to certain traditions or

themes perceived by ethicists as helpful in advocating their particular agenda. In short,
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these ethicists’ use of Scripture, though goes beyond the text-proofing model, remains
problematic.

Second, when some of these ethicists interact with biblical scholarship and even
attempt to engage in the task of exegesis, the overall performance is unsatisfactory, either
in terms of quantity or quality. They have either focused on certain selected texts or
interacted with biblical scholars in a minimal, selective manner. Even in the case of
Gutiérrez who seems to engage with biblical scholars more broadly, as mentioned earlier,
Meier comments that, being a liberation theologian, his exegetical work is not without
flaws.

These two points (selective use and insufficient exegesis) lead to a related and yet
important issue—the approach towards problematic or ‘bad’ texts in the Bible. All these
four ethicists somehow fail to deal with these texts either by avoidance during the process
of selection or by not engaging them exegetically (and carefully). This issue, I think,
deserves some attention here.

On the one hand, some ethicists have shown us that it is not impossible to handle
and confront these problematic texts. Schiissler Fiorenza, for example, notes that certain
arguments are often employed for the justification of patriarchal submission (like
necessary adaptation, goodness of creation, and subversive subordination) in the
Haustafel (household codes) trajectory in Colossians 3:18-4:1 and Ephesians 5:22-6:9 (as

well as other related texts).®** She thus confronts the texts by employing a feminist
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in a Feminist Theological Perspective,” in Feminist Ethics and the Catholic Moral Tradition, eds. Charles
E. Curran, Margaret A. Farley, and Richard A. McCormick (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1996), 38-51.
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critical evaluative hermeneutics that challenges androcentric constructions in the texts
and critically analyzes androcentric texts: “[This critical evaluative hermeneutics] call[s]
patriarchal Biblical religion to personal and structural metanoia of feminist praxis...[and]
highlight[s] that its patriarchal ethics was asserted over and against an ‘egalitarian’
Christian ethos.”®® She concludes that the early Christian ethos of co-equal discipleship
in community can equally claim scriptural authority and canonicity as the patriarchal
pattern of submission has done.®®*

On the other hand, biblical scholars also show us that it is through careful
exegesis alone can we know whether a text is problematic, say anti-Semitism or
supercessionism. For instance, Harrington and George Smiga treat in detail those possible
problematic passages in the four gospels that seem anti-Jewish (e.g., Matthew 23:13-36,
John 8:44). They show us that by placing the gospels in their original Jewish contexts,
one will understand that the gospels are not anti-Jewish and those seemingly problematic
texts may only have an anti-Jewish potential.*%

Third, as a whole, when these scholars employ Scripture in their ethical reflection,
they are still concerned more about interpreting the text’s meaning for contemporary
world (i.e., hermeneutics) than with first examining its original meaning to see if the text
can be rightly employed. In other words, they are more still more interested in the

performance of the ‘script’ rather understanding the scripted text.
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In these two reviews of the development of an integrated Scripture-based ethics,
we note that both biblical scholars and theological ethicists have either stressed the
importance of the scriptural text or the importance of ethical hermeneutics. In other
words, they see Scripture as either ‘script’ (to be performed/interpreted) or ‘scripted’ (to
be exegeted). This observation struck me as revealing: A balanced view of Scripture as
‘scripted’ and ‘script’ seems to be the right direction toward constructing a more

integrated scriptural ethics.
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Chapter Four: The Importance of the Scriptural Text and of Ethical Hermeneutics,

or the Scripture as ‘Scripted’ and ‘Script’

We note from the previous two chapters that in the past twenty years there have
been positive developments within the two disciplines to construct an integrated
Scripture-based ethics. Biblical scholars begin to go beyond the exegetical task to engage
in hermeneutics; theological ethicists, similarly, start to pay attention to their use of
Scripture in ethical reflection. These developments, however, reveal to us two contrasting
realities. On the one hand, a more integrated Scripture-based ethics has not been achieved,
for both biblical scholars and theological ethicists have either stressed the importance of
the scriptural text or the importance of ethical hermeneutics. In other words, there is a
lack of balance among these scholars in their corresponding approaches. On the part of
biblical scholarship, such imbalance is manifested in their lack of ethical theories as a
platform for ethical analysis. For theological ethicists, the sign of imbalance is the fact
that Scripture is still not properly employed (and/or fully understood) but used in a way
that simply perceives the Bible as a secondary support.

On the other hand, they point to us what the right direction toward constructing a
more integrated scriptural ethics can be: It takes the Bible seriously and builds its
findings upon a sound ethical theory or hermeneutics. That means, perceiving the
Scripture as both ‘scripted’ and ‘script’ is a necessary step toward our goal.

Among the most recent scholars who have committed to this goal | note that New

Testament scholar Richard Burridge and Christian ethicist Allen Verhey have tried to
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maintain such a balance in their writings. | now turn to their works to seek a better

understanding of what a balanced approach means.

4.1 Richard A. Burridge

Reverend Richard Burridge is an Anglican priest from England and is currently
the Dean of King’s College, University of London. He has been a professor of New
Testament and biblical interpretation for over twenty years during which he taught
courses on the gospels as well as New Testament ethics.®® Throughout his teaching
career he has written a number of books on the relationship between the gospels and
Jesus, such as What are the Gospels? A Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography and

Four Gospels, One Jesus?®®’

Because of his former academic training in the Classics, he
is particularly interested in exploring the literary genre of the gospels. Specifically, he is
known for advocating the view that literary genre of the gospels is one of ancient
biography, as discussed in What are the Gospels?®®

In this book Burridge examines certain ancient biographies as well as the four

gospels in light of those features that serve as methodological criteria for examining

8% For further information on Richard Burridge’s bibliography, see
http://kcl.ac.uk/about/structure/dean/profile.html and
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/schools/humanities/depts/trs/who/rb.html (accessed on September 14, 2009).

%7 Richard A. Burridge, What are the Gospels? A Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, and Dearborn, MI: Dove Booksellers, 2004); Four Gospels, One Jesus? A
Symbolic Reading (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005).

8% John Paul Heil, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by Richard
Burridge, Theological Studies 69, no. 4 (December 2008): 918.
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ancient biographies.®® He corrects and builds upon the earlier attempts to understand the

gospels as biography,’®

and emphasizes that, as a genre, biography or biographical
narrative (fiog) is a flexible, diverse genre that “nestles among neighboring genres such
as historiography, rhetoric...and the novel.”’®" As a result, he is convinced that the four
gospels have many features in common with Sio: and thus belong to the overall genre of
ancient Graeco-Roman pioi, counter to the mainstream view that the gospels are sui
generis.”

Commentators in general agree that Burridge has made his case in defending the
biographical character of the gospels. However, | find its subsequent implications for
New Testament studies equally significant:"® The first one concerns the issue of
hermeneutics. Burridge insists that genre plays a significant role in the interpretation of
the texts. Thus, the diverse, flexible nature of Sioc implies a flexible interpretation of the
gospels in which one finds various materials such as didactic, apologetic, and polemic
purposes/materials.

A second and subsequent implication is that the key to the interpretation of the
text is the subject of the narrative. It is because a biographical interpretation of the texts

invites us to focus on the subject: Jesus of Nazareth becomes the key to interpretation.

Hence, a flexible interpretation of the narratives of Jesus would imply that it is not

%% These four features are: opening features (e.g., title), subject, external features (e.g., size/scale) and
internal features (e.g., attitude/values). See Burridge, What are the Gospels? 107-23.

% Byrridge gives two related reasons for focusing on Graeco-Roman biographical genre: 1) This genre has
been increasingly proposed for the gospels; and 2) it lacks proper scholarly basis and hence weakens its
arguments. See Burridge, What are the Gospels? 24, 100-101.

""bid., 101.

"% bid., 100-101, 252-53.

% bid., 247-50.
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limited to an interpretation of the historical facts of Jesus of Nazareth but also open to a
theological interpretation of the subject. Therefore, the gospels are “Christology in
narrative form.”’®

A third implication of the biographical hypothesis concerns the social setting and
function of the gospels. Burridge points out that the biographical approach offers “a
critique of too much community-based sociological analysis of the gospel audiences:”"*
As pioir the gospels are not written specifically for the hypothetical community that
produced them but for a more general audience and with diverse social functions (like
apologetic and polemic purposes). Their publication and delivery is likewise set for other
groups across a broad geographical area.”® As a result, viewing the gospels as Sio: can
“liberate us from the circularity of deducing the communities from the text and then
interpreting the text in light of these (deduced) communities.”"®”’

Last but not least, according to Burridge, ancient biographies “held together both
words and deeds in portraying their central subject.”’*® In other words, central to this
genre is the emphasis that the words and deeds of the subject are inseparable. One cannot

attend to the words alone or vice versa. Thus, a biographical approach to the gospels does

not perceive the texts as merely a collection of sayings by Jesus but that Jesus’ narrated

™ Ibid., 289-90.

% Ipid., 296.

"% Sych a view, however, could risk the danger of separating the gospels from their communities of origin
for the gospels will still reflect the perspective and experience of those who produced them. Thus, one
needs to distinguish the community-transcending elements from the community-specific elements and then
discerns on what is important to communicate to the general audience.

" Ibid., 299.

"% Ibid., 305.

166



teachings are inseparable from his narrated deeds. Specifically, both his words and deeds
are part of his proclamation of the kingdom of God."®

In fact, all these implications are applicable to the study of New Testament ethics
as well. Still, a comprehensive and systematic study of New Testament ethics that is
rooted in the biographical hypothesis is found his recent major book Imitating Jesus: An
Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics and a related article written in the same
year.”° This major work is generally perceived as an implication of what he pursued in

11t “looks at

What are the Gospels? for the understanding of New Testament ethics.
how New Testament ethics should be interpreted in the light of [the] argument that the
gospels are essentially biographies of Jesus, using South African apartheid as a case
s‘[udy.”712

The overall aim of this work is to offer an alternative approach to New Testament
ethics that is grounded on his earlier findings. He is concerned that New Testament ethics
today is still done in a way that either emphasizes the rigorous ethical teachings of Jesus

or the open acceptance of all people found in Jesus’ deeds. In particular, Burridge

% Ibid., 304-6.

9 |pid., 306n207; Richard A. Burridge, Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007). His “Being Biblical? Slavery, Sexuality, and the Inclusive
Community,” Hervormde Teologiese Studies 64, no. 1 (March 2008): 155-74, a reworked version of a
lecture given in 2007, is a good preview of this major book on New Testament ethics. In this article he
builds upon the discussion of apartheid to explore the ethical questions of slavery and sexuality within his
faith community. My survey of Burridge’s approach to biblical ethics will be based on these two works.
" David G. Horrell, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by
Richard A. Burridge, http://www.inclusivechurch2.net/Imitating-Jesus-by-Richard-Burridge-edf32f3
(accessed on February 19, 2009).

™2 Richard A. Burridge, http://kcl.ac.uk/about/structure/dean/profile.ntml (accessed on September 14,
2009).
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laments that the example of Jesus is either ignored or treated as tentative by scholars.”?
Thus, his proposal challenges the false dichotomy between being ‘biblical’ and being
‘inclusive’ and counter-proposes that “to be truly biblical is to be inclusive.”’** Moreover,
he is concerned that “the vast majority of works on New Testament ethics concentrate
almost exclusively on the ethical material within the New Testament; any attempt to

relate it to today may include a brief consideration of the problems in so doing and
possible methodologies, but little by way of actual content or application.””* Thus, he
also aims at promoting the theological/pragmatic task as Hays has done.

The approach to New Testament ethics, therefore, is biographical. As said earlier,
the decision is rooted in his conviction that the literary genre is crucial to the
interpretation of the texts. He claims, “In order to be [b]iblical, we have to interpret the
gospels according to this [ancient biographical] genre.”"*® This methodological claim has
certain implications for our study of New Testament ethics. First, as mentioned above, a
biographical reading of the texts would emphasize that the subject’s words are
inseparable from one’s actual deeds, for the narrative of the subject’s deeds provides the
context for the sayings. In the context of New Testament ethics, therefore, it means that
focusing on the sayings of Jesus alone is inadequate. Rather, “we must set Jesus’ rigorous
ethical teaching in the context of the narrative of his deeds.””*” For instance, the rigorous

and demanding Sermon on the Mount must be interpreted in the context of Jesus’ radical

™3 Donald Senior, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by Richard
A. Burridge, Bible Today 46, no. 2 (Mar-Apr 2008): 132. We should note that Burridge’s reference to New
Testament ethics does not exhaust the scope of Christian ethics.

" Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 409.

" bid., 31.

16 Byrridge, “Being Biblical?” 164.

" Ibid., 155.
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loving acceptance of others. Though the process of interpreting Jesus’” words and deeds is

a complex one, it should be the starting point.”®

Second, ancient biographies were often written to offer a portrait of the subject:"*°

The ancients wanted to depict the subject’s character with a portrait of

them through a combination of their deeds and words, through anecdotes

and stories as much as their sayings or speeches...often it will also reveal

something further about the person’s life, or bring the author’s major

themes to a climax.”®
Thus, within the context of New Testament ethics, it points to the person of Jesus as the
locus and the starting point of our ethical reflection. For Burridge the New Testament is
“not an ethical manual, nor is it just about providing moral instructions; instead, it
challenges the reader with its central Christological claim and the consequent call to
follow Jesus in discipleship.””#* In other words, Christology is the key to ethical
hermeneutics. Therefore, the study of New Testament ethics should focus on and begin
with the ethics of Jesus.

The depiction of the subject’s character by means of biographical narratives leads
us to a third ethical proposition: Mimesis—the practice of imitation and of following the
subject’s virtues. Burridge notes that ancient biographies were written to provide an
example for others to follow. This idea of imitation is not unlike the Jewish ma ‘aseh
(precedence) where “the disciple is expected to observe and imitate his master as a way

of imitating Torah and ultimately becoming holy as God is holy.”’? Therefore, the New

Testament canon should be interpreted accordingly: “[They are] biographical narratives

"8 Senior, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, 132.
9 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 28-29.

0 Burridge, “Being Biblical?” 169.

21 Byrridge, Imitating Jesus, 391.

722 Burridge, “Being Biblical?” 166.
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which include ethics to help people follow and imitate Jesus.”’ In other words,
‘imitating Jesus’ is the core theme of the New Testament ethics.

The fourth proposition is built around all the previous three outcomes: The New
Testament canon invites us to imitate Jesus’ radical loving acceptance of all people
within an open and inclusive community.”®* That means, the New Testament needs to be
interpreted within an inclusive community. In fact, this inclusive approach is already
hinted in the subtitle of his book.

With regards to the structure of this work, Burridge presents and discusses the
ethical contents and themes of the New Testament in less common manner: Although he
begins the major part of his work with the ethics of the historical Jesus as Schrage did, he
basically treats the rest of the New Testament canon in a chronological order (vis-a-vis
Schrage’s canonical order). That means, he continues with Paul and then the writings of
the four evangelists. What follows this major part of his work is the application of his
inclusive approach to New Testament ethics—he discusses the debate of apartheid in
South Africa and interprets the Bible through the lenses of ‘the imitation of Jesus’ and
‘an open, inclusive cornmunity’.725

In each of the discussions, Burridge basically follows a particular structure that
focuses on the above-mentioned propositions: He begins with certain Christological

claims, followed by a discussion of the Law and love, and then identifies the ethical

2% Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 31.
24 Burridge, “Being Biblical?” 166.
725 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 408-9.
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issues presented in the texts and concludes with reflections on the meaning of imitating
Jesus. | will follow his order in the following pages.

In the exploration of the ethics of Jesus,””® Burridge first examines the words of
the historical Jesus and clarifies that “the gospels do not portray Jesus as just a teacher of

»727 Rather, the proclamation of the kingdom of God is crucial to Jesus’ ethical

morality.
teaching (Mark 1:14). Also, Jesus’ ethics is one of response—he calls us to repentance
and discipleship (Mark 1:15-20; Matthew 4:18-22). In other words, Jesus’ ethical
teaching is “not a separate body of moral instructions, but rather part of his preaching of
the eschatological in-breaking of the reign of God, which demands a total and immediate
response from his hearers.”’*® Moreover, although those specific ethical teachings are
rigorous and all-demanding, they aim at intensifying “the demands of the Law with an
ethics of renunciation and self-denial.”"®® The heart of Jesus’ teaching is still the double
commandment of love.

Burridge later examines the real meaning of sinners, and Jesus’ attitude and
actions towards them (as in his encounter with Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10), and
concludes that Jesus’ deeds and examples of open acceptance of all are coherent with his
strenuous commands. Finally, he understands that we are called to imitate Jesus’ merciful

and loving acceptance of all. And our individual responses must be situated in the context

of a new community of disciples.

2% 1bid., 34-79.

2 Burridge, “Being Biblical?” 165.
728 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 48.

"2 Burridge, “Being Biblical?” 166.
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Regarding the ethics of Paul,”* Burridge points out that even though the genre of
Pauline letters is not biographical narrative per se, the letters can still be interpreted in a
similar manner, for Paul bases everything on the ‘Jesus event’.”** Thus, by examining
Paul’s theology and those contextual ethical imperatives (such as household codes), he
claims that Paul’s ethics “is still supremely an ethics of response, even though the
preaching of the kingdom has become the event of the King, with Christology being
absolutely central for both Paul’s own new life and for his theology and ethics.”"*?
Burridge also notes that the theme of imitation of Jesus’ inclusive love is found in Paul’s
writings. Paul constantly appeals to his readers to imitate him as he imitated Christ (1
Corinthians 11:1). Specifically, they are not just to be humble and self-giving but also to
bear the failings of the weak and to welcome them into the community (Romans 15:1-
7). Thus, Paul’s ethics shares the same basic outline as that of Jesus, and one should
read Paul “as following the creative complementarity of Jesus’ rigorous and demanding
ethics together with his acceptance of sinners within his community.”734

In the case of the ethics found in the four gospels (and the rest of the New
Testament), he basically argues that each of the four evangelists attempts to tell the story

of Jesus “in such a way that readers will imitate his life in response.”’® Still, he

recognizes the different ethical emphases by each of the gospel writers.

0 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 83-154.

" Ipid., 82.

2 1bid., 154.

™ bid., 147; Heil, 918.

" Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 154.

35 David P. Gushee, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by
Richard A. Burridge, Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith 60, no. 3 (September 2008): 185.

172



A biographical interpretation of Mark’s gospel reveals a wealth of ethical
possibilities:"*® Both his Christology and understanding of the law and love points to the
interim eschatological ethic in suffering. Also, Jesus’ words and deeds as (especially)
reported in chapter 10 touch many concrete ethical issues (e.g., the questions of divorce
in vw2-12, of money/possessions in vv17-31, and of power/leadership in vv35-45) and are
situated in his preaching of the kingdom of God. Moreover, the ethics of discipleship
emphasized by Mark means following Jesus wholeheartedly, forming an open and
inclusive community, and imitating Jesus to be friend of sinners (as depicted in his call of
the disciples and the appointment of the Twelve in 1:16-20 and 3:13-19 respectively).

In the Gospel according to Matthew, Burridge points out that while it is true that
Matthew narrates much more specific ethical teachings of Jesus than Mark does, the
biographical approach challenges us not to miss the overall picture.”’ First, Jesus is the
new Moses and true righteous interpreter of the Law (chapter 23). Second, Jesus’ words
reveal that righteousness within the kingdom of God is central to his ethical teachings (as
manifested in those parables of the kingdom in chapter 13). Third, the deeds of Jesus,
such as healing (and plucking grain) on the Sabbath (12:1-14), also confirm that Jesus is
the true interpreter of righteousness. Fourth, imitating the Matthean Jesus means learning
to be teachers of the new righteousness (that is not based on the Law but on Jesus Christ)
within an inclusive community of forgiving love.

Still, what is noteworthy is Burridge’s unique understanding of the Sermon on the

Mount (and the Beatitudes) through the lens of biographical interpretation. In various

36 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 160-85.
" Ibid., 203. See also 189-225.
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places he reminds us that a biographical approach would read Matthew 5-7 as the first of
the five balancing discourses (the other four are discourses on mission (10), the kingdom
(13), the new community (18), and eschatology (24-25)). It should not be singled out as
the essence of the Matthean Jesus’ ethics.”®® One reviewer thus comments that Burridge
is very concerned that the Sermon “is frequently privileged as the epitome of Jesus’
ethics to the neglect of the ethics demonstrated by his deeds.””*® For Burridge, Dietrich
Bonhoeffer’s conclusion best depicts the proper way of treating the Sermon: “The only
proper response to this word which Jesus brings with him from eternity is simply to do it.
Jesus has spoken: his is the word, ours the obedience.”’*

With regards to the Gospel of Luke, Burridge notes that Jesus’ universal mission
is for all people, with special concerns for the disadvantaged.”*! As a result, both the
words and deeds of Jesus as narrated by Luke focus not on “providing ethical teaching
for the church while waiting for the eschaton” as some biblical scholars perceive.”*
Rather, they point to the concrete needs to care for the marginalized, as found in Jesus’
inaugural speech in Nazareth (4:16-21), his encounter with women (7:36-50; 10:38-42),
his cure of the possessed or the paralyzed (4:31-37; 5:17-26), and especially his
association with sinners (7:33-34). Therefore, imitating the Lukan Jesus means being

friends of the marginalized and sinners, and forming an inclusive community that

embraces people of all paths.

% Ibid., 188, 203, 206-9.

9 Heil, 919.

™0 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 209. Burridge quotes Duetrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New
York: Touchstone, 1995), 197.

™ Ibid., 230-83.

2 Ibid., 260.

174



Despite the fact that John’s gospel presents a high theology, Burridge states that it
is still a biographical narrative in which Jesus continues to be the subject in the scene or
in the discussion by others (e.g., after healing the man born blind in 9:1-12).”* By
examining the ‘book of signs’ in 1:19-12:50 (that tells Jesus’ deeds) and the ‘book of
glory’ in 13:1-19:42 (that narrates his final words and Passion) he points out that Jesus is
depicted as “the love of God, coming to dwell among human beings to bring them his
divine truth.”™* He also points out that, contrary to the common view, John’s rich
narrative of Jesus “has many ethical implications about how best to follow his
example.””* The absence of specific ethical command is simply because “everything is
now subordinated under the ‘new commandment’ to love one another as he has loved
us.”"* Finally, the call to imitate Jesus refers to following his self-sacrificial love within
a mixed inclusive community.

In the final chapter Burridge applies his biographical approach to analyze how the
New Testament should be interpreted in the debate of apartheid in South Africa. In other
words, he engages in ethical hermeneutics on a particular local and specific practice.
Here, he first analyzes the use of Scripture by both sides of the apartheid debate (i.e., the
proponents and the critics) to support (or to critique) apartheid. Studying their use of four
particular modes of ethical material (or types of literary genres from the perspective of
biblical scholarship), he examines how they looked for rules/commands,

principles/universal values, paradigms/examples, and symbolic worldview in the biblical

3 |bid., 292-346.
4 |bid., 346.
™5 1bid., 330.
™5 1bid., 346.
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texts to justify their claims.”*’ He notes that both sides have used Scripture incorrectly in
their search of ethical material from each aspect, especially those who tried to justify
apartheid. He then concludes that none of these approaches could avoid abuse by either
side and hence proposes the use of the biographical approach of which the imitation of

Jesus is the ethical hermeneutical key.”*®

Only by imitating Jesus’ words and deeds, and
reading Scripture together within the context of an open and inclusive community, are we
able to apply the moral teaching of the New Testament to the case of apartheid. Here,
then, a contextual reading would emphasize the inclusion of the dissident voices of the
South Africans by the community but not with their previous tendencies to abuse.
Consequently, such a reading would judge that the pro-apartheid theology fails to imitate
Jesus by not hearing and responding to the voice of South Africa’s oppressed. Therefore,
they need to listen to the voice(s) of protest and open up the community to include those
who suffered under it. Moreover, the voice(s) of the ordinary people (such as the poor
and the marginalized) need to be heard by the interpreting community.

As a whole, Burridge identifies a consistent pattern among the New Testament
writings: “Jesus offers extraordinary rigorous moral teaching about important matters of
everyday life, grounding all teachings in the love command,; but he creates a mixed,
inclusive community of quite flawed followers who respond as best they are able to this

man and his demanding teachings.”’* Our understanding of the New Testament ethics

through the lens of biography must consider the overall depiction of Jesus’ life, teaching

™7 See Burridge, “Being Biblical?” 161-64; Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 363-88. These four types of ethical
material are Hays’s adaptation of Gustafson’s own list. See Hays, Moral Vision of the New Testament, 209.
™8 Burridge, Imitating Jesus, 389-90.

™9 Ibid., 185-86. Being inclusive is a general description that does not necessarily mean absolute inclusive
of all.
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and practices. And the unity of New Testament ethics subsequently lies on the core theme
of imitation. In specific, the disciples are to imitate Jesus by forming open and inclusive
communities that accept all people.

Burridge’s Imitating Jesus is welcomed by many as a constructive,
comprehensive, unique and important book about New Testament studies and New
Testament ethics.”° He is praised for engaging in dialogue with New Testament
scholarship (of both the past and the current) and other perspectives such as feminism and
Judaism in his enquiry.” He is also noted for engaging in literature normally employed
by ethicists (especially in his case study of apartheid).”** In addition, he is commended
for presenting the materials in a non-technical way that can benefit theological ethicists
who are interested in Scripture-based ethics.”* However, many note that the work does
not contain enough exegetical materials (as would be expected from a biblical scholar)
and thus not a few scholars comment that it is basically a presentation of mainstream
biblical scholarship.”* In other words, he does not engage in direct interpretation of the
texts but simply summarizes the views of other scholars.

Regarding the content of his work, it is obvious that Burridge does not treat all the
New Testament writings, such as the Catholic epistles and the book of Revelation.

Several commentators are thus concerned that he does not present the entire New

™0 Frank J. Matera, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by Richard
A. Burridge (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), back cover; Gushee, 185; Graydon F. Snyder, review of
Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by Richard A. Burridge, Sewanee
Theological Review 51, no. 4 (2008): 470.

! \/alerie Abrahamsen, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics, by
Richard A. Burridge, Christian Century 125, no. 17 (August 26 2008): 39; Heil, 919.

2 Gushee, 186.

™3 Heil, 919.

754 Clarence DeWitt Agan 111, review of Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics,
by Richard A. Burridge, Presbyterion 34, no. 2 (Fall 2008): 119; Snyder, 470.
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5 Moreover, he does not seem to

Testament ethics but only the ethics of the four gospels.
offer concrete answers except some general exhortations to the contemporary ethical
questions he raised. It gives the impression that while he rightly urges us to interpret the
biblical text in a biographical and inclusive approach, he does not state clearly enough

how to achieve the goal.”®

One reviewer further notes that he does not clarify the issue of
diversity within a unified New Testament ethics either.”>” In addition, he often takes the
positions of his colleagues for his own and hence does not offer much new insights in
terms of ethical contents. For instance, he basically follows the general understanding
among scholars (like Schrage, Hays and Matera) that Paul’s ethics is grounded i