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    Foreword


    

      What do slaves, women and homosexuals have in common? Most would say their humanity—and not much else. But think about the question again. Here are three groups that in one way or another, at one time or another, have been regarded as less than human. In addition, each of these groups has been at the center of theological reflection and debate in the last two centuries.


      Many regard these three groups as hermeneutically equal. What we have learned about interpreting slavery texts in Scripture should be applied to our reading of biblical texts about women and homosexuals. But how do we do this? How does one approach the discussion of each group both biblically and culturally? Is the theological hermeneutics surrounding each group really the same?


      Slaves, Women & Homosexuals successfully walks the reader through these hermeneutical mazes. The goal is not only to discuss how these groups are to be seen in light of Scripture but to make a case for a specific hermeneutical approach to reading relevant scriptural texts. Such an approach may enable us to think through the application of Scripture on an even broader array of topics.


      This book comes with many strengths. Its case study format helps readers appreciate all the dimensions of each discussion. Juxtaposing the three topics allows one to see their similarities and differences. What I like most about this work is its balance and fairness, its truly irenic treatment of these historically contentious areas of debate. Slaves, Women & Homosexuals not only advances the discussion beyond current literature, it takes a markedly new direction toward establishing common ground where possible, potentially breaking down certain walls of hostility within the evangelical community. At the very least it lays the groundwork for a much healthier dialogue on these matters.


      If, however, you want simply to have your views confirmed, then do not read this book. It is designed to make you consider why you apply Scripture the way that you do—no matter what position you take. Its thoroughness is one of its major strengths, as is its proposed solution. This is serious fare for those willing to examine their beliefs, both theological and cultural, in these controversial areas.


      This is precisely how the book should be read and assessed: Does this book help me think through these debated areas more clearly? I think you will conclude with me that it does. I wholeheartedly commend the book to you on that basis and thank Dr. Webb for writing it.


      Read Slaves, Women & Homosexuals. Chew over its examples. Discuss them with your friends. Here is a full-course hermeneutical meal.


    


    Darrell L. Bock


      Research Professor of New Testament Studies


      Dallas Theological Seminary
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Introduction



WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF APPLICATION


I welcome my reader to the fascinating world of applying Scripture. Here we encounter the complexities and challenges of moving from words on a page to actually living out the text within our lives. Our mandate is to figure out which statements from the Bible in their “on the page” wording you and I should continue to follow in our contemporary setting. In order to do this we must determine whether we should apply a particular biblical statement in the exact form articulated on the page or whether we should apply only some expression of its underlying principle(s). In this respect, the objective of this book is not to uncover the meaning of the words of the text in their dictionary sense. Commentaries spend much of their time doing this. Rather, our task is one of applying the ancient text in our modern context. So, assuming that a plausible or reasonable understanding of the text’s original meaning can be attained, we will put our efforts into grappling with its application.

A quick and fun exercise will immediately engage you in the process of applying Scripture. For each of the biblical commands or statements below I ask my reader to answer one question: Which of these instructions from Scripture are still in force for us today exactly as they are articulated “on the page”? If you think an instruction is still in force for us completely as stated, please place a check mark (√) before those words. If you think an instruction is still in force only in part or in a modified fashion through its underlying principle, kindly place an x mark (X) in the blank. Have fun. Consider your answer to be a preliminary guess, not something set in stone. Simply go with your best hunch.

——   “God. . . said to them [Adam and Eve], ‘Be fruitful and increase in number’” (Gen 1:28).

——   “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Deut 6:5).

——   “When you have finished setting aside a tenth of all your produce. . . you shall give it to the Levite, the alien, the fatherless and the widow” (Deut 26:12).

——   “Greet one another with a holy kiss” (1 Cor 16:20).

——   “Women should remain silent in the churches” (1 Cor 14:34).

——   “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses” (1 Tim 5:23).

——   “Set apart for the LORD. . . every firstborn male of your herds and flocks” (Deut 15:19).

——   “If a man happens to meet a virgin who is not pledged to be married and rapes her and they are discovered, he shall pay the girl’s father fifty shekels of silver. He must marry the girl, for he has violated her. He can never divorce her as long as he lives” (Deut 22:28-29).

——   “Do not approach a woman to have sexual relations during the uncleanness of her monthly period” (Lev 18:19).

——   “Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman” (Lev 18:22).

——   “Do not have sexual relations with an animal and defile yourself with it” (Lev 18:23).

——   “Go and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19).

——   “Devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture” (1 Tim 4:13).

——   “Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material” (Lev 19:19).

——   “Be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure” (2 Pet 1:10).

——   “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man” (Gen 9:6).

——   “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet” (Jn 13:14).

——   “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel” (Mt 10:5-6).

——   “Heal the sick, raise the dead,. . . drive out demons” (Mt 10:8).

——   “Sell your possessions and give to the poor” (Lk 12:33).

——   “Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work” (Ex 20:9-10).

——   “A woman. . . should cover her head. A man ought not to cover his head” (1 Cor 11:6-7).

——   “If a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him” (1 Cor 11:14).

——   “Are you unmarried? Do not look for a wife” (1 Cor 7:27).

——   “Every male among you shall be circumcised” (Gen 17:10).

——   “Punish him [your child] with the rod and save his soul from death” (Prov 23:14).

——   “Do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you” (Mt 5:42).

——   “Bless those who persecute you. . .. If your enemy is hungry, feed him” (Rom 12:14, 20).

——   “Give beer to those who are perishing, wine to those who are in anguish; let them drink and forget their poverty and remember their misery no more” (Prov 31:6-7).

——   “Do not. . . put tattoo marks on yourselves” (Lev 19:28).

——   “Praise God with tambourine and dancing. . . praise him with the clash of cymbals” (Ps 150:4-5).

——   “Rise in the presence of the aged, show respect for the elderly” (Lev 19:32).

——   “You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality” (Acts 15:29).

——   “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh” (1 Pet 2:18).

——   “A woman must not wear men’s clothing, nor a man wear women’s clothing” (Deut 22:5).

——   “If a man’s wife goes astray and is unfaithful to him. . . the priest shall take some holy water in a clay jar and put some dust from the tabernacle floor into the water. . .. He is to have the woman drink the water” (Num 5:12, 17, 26).

——   “I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer. . .. I also want women to dress modestly. . . not with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes” (1 Tim 2:8-9).

——   “Do not take interest of any kind from your countryman” (Lev 25:36).

——   “Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord” (Jas 5:14).

This exercise should convince almost every modern Christian about the complexity of applying the biblical text. Moving from the ancient text into our modern world is not a simple matter. If you score the above list with a friend or a group, it may be interesting to poll the results from a select number of these examples and to begin talking about the question, Why?

Each of us must ask the probing question, Why? Why do some biblical instructions have ongoing significance and force in their entirety, while the continued application of others is limited in some manner? How do I determine which components of the biblical text should apply today and which should not? To cite an old rabbinical response, “That would be like trying to explain the entire Torah while standing on one foot!” The journey is not an easy one. Neither is it a short one. There are many twists and turns along the way, and one will have to encounter portions of Scripture that are not entirely pleasant to gaze upon. But the journey is worth it. Those who take that journey will often come to grips with a wondrous and resilient dimension of Scripture of which they had been completely unaware.

So permit me to give a brief overview of the journey. You will find that the book is laid out in three parts. As I outline these major parts below, I will also introduce the individual chapters within each part.


Part I: Toward a Hermeneutic of Cultural Analysis

In part one, I lay out a proper framework for asking the question, Why? Why do we continue to apply certain biblical texts in their entirety but not others? Or, why do we apply some things from some texts and not all things? The first chapter, “The Christian & Culture,” discusses the role that culture plays in coming to grips with that all-important question. Culture and the phenomenon of “cultural relativity”1 contribute in a significant way to shaping what it is that we continue to apply in any given text. This first chapter will also orient the reader to the three major case studies in this book: slaves, women and homosexuals. The second chapter, “A Redemptive-Movement Hermeneutic,” investigates the big picture or meta-framework through which we look at Scripture. In this chapter I argue that a redemptive-movement framework is much better than a static one, if we are going to develop a credible and enduring answer to our question about contemporary application. Before moving into the details of cultural assessment, the third chapter, “Cultural/Transcultural Analysis: A Road Map,” provides a brief overview of where we are headed. To make the process a little easier and to keep from getting lost among the trees, I provide a few instructions and some navigational tools. With these tools in hand, you can read the next two parts with greater understanding and with the potential of tailoring your reading to meet your individual goals.




Part II: Intrascriptural Criteria

Having laid the foundation within the first part, we now focus directly and intently upon our question of applying Scripture. At this point, we set out to do some serious work on cultural assessment. Chapters four through seven (this includes the first chapter of part three) contain eighteen criteria for helping us determine what components within the biblical text have ongoing applicational significance and what components are limited in their application to the original audience only. The first sixteen of the eighteen criteria are grouped together under this part’s heading, “Intrascriptural Criteria.” For the most part, these criteria rely upon elements within Scripture itself for assessing what is cultural and what is transcultural within the text. The titles of the chapters—“Persuasive Criteria” (chapter four), “Moderately Persuasive Criteria” (chapter five) and “Inconclusive Criteria” (chapter six)—should rightly yield the impression that the criteria are moving from a grouping of extremely strong ones, to moderately strong ones, to weak ones. This organizational placement of each criterion relates to argument outcomes alone, not to the credibility of the criterion itself. In other words, the criteria are laid out according to the how much they contribute to my final conclusions, and in particular, the conclusions on the women’s issue. I will leave further introductory details to chapter three, which immediately precedes the criteria material. For now, however, one might note that these intrascriptural criteria at times fall into clusters. For example, criteria 1, 2 and 3 (Preliminary Movement, Seed Ideas and Breakouts) are closely related to each other on the matter of assessing redemptive movement. In a similar manner, criteria 6, 7 and 8 (Basis in Original Creation, Section 1, Basis in Original Creation, Section 2, and Basis in New Creation) form a related cluster around the biblical theme of creation.




Part III: Extrascriptural Criteria

The third part of the book, “Extrascriptural Criteria,” contains the last two criteria: criterion 17 (Pragmatic Basis Between Two Cultures) and criterion 18 (Scientific and Social-Scientific Evidence). These two criteria are similar to the preceding sixteen criteria inasmuch as they assist the Christian community in sorting out which components of the text are cultural and which are transcultural. For the most part, however, their basis of assessment is derived from data beyond Scripture instead of material that is directly found within the biblical text. While I grant a certain measure of methodological deference to the first group of criteria over this latter group, the criteria within part three are no less weighty. They rely upon input from truth as it can be determined from God’s general revelation. We need to discover truth in his Word and in his created world. Within this latter part, then, the strength of the last two criteria appropriately merits the classification of “Persuasive Criteria.” They contribute significantly to the ultimate conclusions of this book.

Chapter eight, “What If I Am Wrong?” is a curious chapter indeed. Such a chapter is an anomaly within egalitarian and patriarchal publications alike. Here I pause and do some reflective pondering about the degree of certainty in my findings. I ask myself, “What would I do if I were wrong at my point of least strength (greatest weakness)?” In a rather vulnerable move I tip my hand concerning the weakest link in my argument, namely, my assessment of 1 Timothy 2:13. After that, I talk about what I would do if I were to change my mind and accept a completely transcultural understanding of this verse. A number of considerations would, nevertheless, still lead me to apply the Timothy text today in quite a different way than would most patriarchal proponents. Based on these reflective musings, I close the chapter by unveiling what I consider to be two redemptive-movement models, “complementary egalitarianism” and “ultra-soft patriarchy.”

The “Conclusion” naturally draws together all of the contributing tributaries within the book into one final, summary articulation. Here is where the journey ends. But, in some respects, it should serve as only a beginning! The redemptive-movement hermeneutic and the cultural/transcultural criteria developed within this work are general enough to be applied to many other crucial questions of application far beyond the three subject areas that I focus upon. Though this book is hardly perfect in form or substance, I hope that it will provide a catalyst and pliable model for future opportunities in which you explore the fascinating world of applying Scripture.










Part One



TOWARD A HERMENEUTIC OF CULTURAL ANALYSIS





1



THE CHRISTIAN & CULTURE


Most of us are oblivious to the culture around us. Like the air that we breathe, it is invisible and we simply take it for granted. It has been said that human culture is much like the relationship between a fish and water. One could ask the question of a fish, “Is your nose wet?” You and I, of course, know that the fish’s nose is wet. Yet, we do not know what a fish actually thinks about the water around itself.1 If fish were scientists, probably the last thing they would discover is water! So it is with us. We live and move about in the culture with which we are closely and invisibly enmeshed.

What awakens us to culture is contrast. In our global village, the media readily project images of different cultures around the world—from the tribal groups living in the African rain forests to the elite business community who reside in New York’s gleaming towers. The contrast becomes even more vivid through travel. Travel allows someone to see, taste and touch different cultures. Yet, the people who are most aware of culture are those who have lived in different parts of the world. This level of contrast leaves a more lasting impression. Those who have lived in different settings begin to actually feel the impact of alternative cultures. During my own life, the years spent in Alberta on an Indian reserve, in cosmopolitan Toronto, in the politically charged city of Ottawa, in a remote village of the Northwest Territories, in Baltimore during the racial riots, in the deep south of Texas, etc., have all left their mark. My own awakening to culture has come about quite by accident—through living in these dramatically different cultures.

However, one does not have to leave home to discover culture. There is another way to see culture right where one lives. Mind you, contrast is still the key. But this time we look for differences within one particular location—differences that often occur over time. This awakening to culture comes from viewing changes in our society so that we see an “old” culture and a “new” culture side by side. We can discover culture simply by looking at the changing attitudes, laws, rituals and behavior around us. For example, the electronic highway of the Internet is radically changing the way that people relate to other people within our country and around the world. The youth of today will form quite a different impression of political, intellectual and community boundaries than those of former days. Along similar lines, think about what the last generation was taught in school about the environment. Compare that to what this new generation is learning. The contrast is overwhelming. The changing values and attitudes of our culture provide yet another way to access what is otherwise invisible, or so heavily camouflaged that we never really see it.


The Christian Challenge

As the winds of culture blow, Christians are often faced with incredible challenges. We inevitably encounter difficult choices. Should we endorse the changes in our culture or should we challenge our culture? The question of cultural/transcultural assessment is essentially a very practical one: as I stick my finger into the air and feel the winds of culture blowing, how should I respond? Should I act counterculturally or paraculturally in my life? Should I go against my culture or move with my culture? That is the crucial question with which we all wrestle.

So how does a Christian respond to cultural change? Our initial answer is quite simple: It is necessary for Christians to challenge their culture where it departs from kingdom values; it is equally necessary for them to identify with their culture on all other matters. This axiom reflects the thinking of the apostle Paul, who often acted very pragmatically when it came to cultural issues. For example, Paul’s response to the Corinthians eating meat offered to idols is insightful. The apostle challenges his culture by not eating at public ceremonies held in pagan temples, where such an action would violate the participant’s covenant with God (1 Cor 8:10) and potentially destroy the faith of others (1 Cor 10:14-22). However, he sides with his culture whenever he is eating at a non-Christian’s house, outside of a cultic context. In that setting Paul would eat meat offered to idols, whether it had been sacrificed by the host or simply purchased at the market as a post-temple special (1 Cor 10:27). The apostle’s Magna Carta of cultural sensitivity might be found in his words, “I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some” (1 Cor 9:22 NRSV, emphasis added). Paul viewed culture as a mixed bag. If something is worth making an issue out of, then challenge culture on the issue. Yet, if something is not terribly important and does not violate one’s faith, then utilize it for the sake of the gospel!

Most of the time it is easy to determine where our culture departs from kingdom values. On negative issues such as pornography, abortion, murder, theft and rape, the Christian community generally has very little doubt about its response. We want to challenge any ambivalence within society on these matters and initiate counteraction. Likewise, on positive issues such as care for the elderly, environmental concerns, compassionate health care, community spirit in helping the poor, political freedom, and fair and equitable justice, our response should be clear. We want to applaud our community, speak an encouraging word and lend a hand.

However, sometimes the hardest part is trying to determine what our kingdom values are. Fortunately, these cases are the exception, not the norm. On certain occasions the biblical text is not entirely clear. In part, the lack of clarity may be due to the fact that Scripture itself adopts what we might call “kingdom values” (those which transcend any culture and time) as well as “cultural values” (those which are locked into a particular place and time). Within the text of Scripture we find portions that are transcultural (e.g., love for one’s neighbor) and portions that are cultural, or more accurately, portions that contain significant cultural components (e.g., slavery texts). For the original readers these two entities—cultural and transcultural—were not necessarily antithetical. In all likelihood, the distinction between the two would have gone unnoticed for the original readers. Only in the context of a different culture would the distinction be readily seen, due to the principle of contrast mentioned above.

As part of our interpretive task, then, we must distinguish between kingdom values and cultural values within the biblical text. With every change in our culture we have to reevaluate our interpretation of Scripture to determine what our perspective should be. At first glance, one might think that this would be an easy task. But it is not. When we arrive at the doorstep of Scripture, we encounter a text which itself was written within a particular cultural grid. It was not written in a vacuum, nor created for some theoretical and utopian society. Not only were the authors influenced by their own cultures, but the text itself was transmitted through various cultural forms, known as genres. Also, the people who first received the text read it within their assumed cultural grid.

If we are to speak to our world today, we must first evaluate the role of culture in the biblical text. It would be a travesty to proclaim to our world a theological position without exploring its cultural/transcultural status. In this venture, we want a balanced approach. We do not want to make something that is transcultural into something that is culturally bound. On the other hand, we do not want to make that which is a cultural non-absolute into an absolute for every culture.




Definition: What Is a “Cultural-Component” Text?

Before moving along too far, we must start by defining our terms. In one sense all of Scripture is cultural. Inasmuch as the biblical text reflects various cultural forms in its making (genres) and addresses different sociological structures in its message (for example, marriage, society, religion, work, politics) it is inextricably bound to culture. In this respect, even the transcultural elements in Scripture have a cultural component. However, this is not what is usually meant in biblical studies by the term cultural (or cultural-component) when it is used in contrast to transcultural. This contrastive usage of the term cultural is much more limited in its meaning and is generally a shortened form for various equivalent expressions such as cultural confinement or cultural relativity or culturally bound. When we talk about a text that has a “cultural component” within it, this designation highlights the issue of application between cultures. For our purposes the expression cultural component and its various equivalents may be defined as “those aspects of the biblical text that ‘we leave behind’ as opposed to ‘take with us’ due to cultural differences between the text’s world and the interpreters’ world as we apply the text to subsequent generations.” In a sense, cultural confinement/relativity is the gap between the world of the text and that of the interpreter, which requires a reapplication of the text.

More helpful than a definition might be a sketch of what is meant by cultural and transcultural through a series of graphic contrasts. For the Christian who is interested in applying the text today, we must search out and discover what components of a text are cultural as opposed to ones that are transcultural:









	cultural component

	
	transcultural component




	cultural values

	vs.

	kingdom values




	culturally confined

	vs.

	beyond cultural limits




	time-bound truth

	vs.

	timeless truth




	culturally relative application

	vs.

	transcultural principle




	temporal

	vs.

	supratemporal




	nontransferable form

	vs.

	transferable function




	local

	vs.

	universal




	momentary husk

	vs.

	enduring kernel




	peripheral meaning

	vs.

	core meaning




	wineskins

	vs.

	wine








If a reader does not like one or more of these distinctions, that is fine. Just delete them from the list. I have provided a sufficient sampling of alternative ways of expressing much the same distinction in order that readers will find at least one or two comparative couplets with which they will feel comfortable. I will generally use the expressions transcultural to describe components of a text on one end of the continuum and cultural for those components on the other end. When I use the word cultural in this applicational or hermeneutical sense, it functions as a short-form for various other equivalent expressions: culturally confined, culturally relative, culturally bound and culturally locked. But I do not wish to quibble over terminology, so one should find and use whatever words one thinks are suitable. These are simply the various ways that Christian authors describe the phenomenon when applying the text across different worlds.

It is beyond my objective to pursue the finer nuances and philosophical differences in the definition and theology of cultural/transcultural assessment. While such discussion is interesting to the field of hermeneutics, it makes little persuasive difference in the final outcome of evaluating actual cases, such as the ones we will look at. My own objective is much more practical. I will focus primarily on the criteria by which Christians can determine what is cultural and what is transcultural within Scripture.




Contemporary Issues Facing the Church: Women and Homosexuals

The winds of culture are blowing today on two significant issues: the women’s issue and the homosexual issue. Social change is taking place in both of these areas. As a result, Christians have to reevaluate their beliefs due to changing attitudes toward women and toward homosexuals. In North America the changes related to women have been developing for more than a century. The changing attitudes and legislation toward homosexuals is comparatively recent (within the last quarter century or so). The impact of these cultural changes upon the Christian community has been felt in somewhat of a delayed response.

Before introducing a hermeneutical model and exploring the various criteria for assessing the cultural and transcultural components of a text, it might be helpful to walk through a broad introduction to these two pertinent issues. I will sketch the range of options and label them. For those readers who have an extensive background and exposure to these issues, this overview will simply introduce the labels and category names I will use in the pages to follow. Such readers may simply want to skim what follows or move ahead to the next chapter. However, for those who are just beginning to wade into these matters, it is important to establish the larger picture of interpretive options before entering into the next chapters. The descriptions below will provide some working handles and set boundaries for interacting with the central issues.


The women’s issue

With the women’s issue, there are roughly four positions that cross the spectrum of thought today. While these categories have some fluidity and other intermediate positions could be introduced, the four positions below will provide a sufficient framework for our discussions. Each view will be briefly described, then more fully developed in the major three spheres in which men and women relate: home, church and society.


Hard/strong patriarchy (hierarchy)








	Overview:

	Unilateral submission of women with an extensive power differential.




	Home:

	Women focus most of their energies in the home; they are to “submit to” and “obey” their husbands in all things; the husband’s word is the final authority.




	Church:

	A woman should not function in any capacity that places her in a position of greater power than a man; women are not permitted to teach in any setting where men are present. Depending upon the ecclesiastical structure, women may or may not be permitted to vote on selecting male leaders and on congregational issues; women should not be ordained to ministry in any capacity.




	Society:

	If a woman works outside of the home, she should not hold positions of authority in any sphere of society (e.g., politics, education, business); men, not women, should provide for the home financially. Women should not be in leadership roles where they can exercise authority over a man; however, women are generally permitted to vote.











Soft patriarchy (hierarchy)








	Overview:

	Unilateral submission of women with a moderate power differential.




	Home:

	Women are free to work outside of the home; within the marriage they function in a cooperative manner with their husbands; ultimately the husband has the theoretical right to exercise authority in decision making over his wife, yet this should only be used on rare occasions, if at all. Words with a strong power-differential connotation, such as obey and submission, are still used but they often fade into the background.




	Church:

	Women may teach men in any setting other than from the pulpit, as the senior pastor would on a weekly basis; they can work on a pastoral staff in a paid position; they can be deacons, but generally they are not permitted to function in an official capacity as elders. Often women function in an extended leadership role through participation on boards or councils with names other than the biblical categories; they are encouraged to vote on leadership selection and on church issues. Women may be ordained to serve in ministry roles other than the senior/preaching pastor.




	Society:

	Women may function in an unrestricted way in society; they may hold positions of power over men; they may teach men; they may pursue any leadership position and are encouraged to vote in political elections.











Evangelical egalitarianism








	Overview:

	Mutual submission with equality of power between male and female. Some argue for no role distinctions; others hold to minimal role distinctions based on biological differences.




	Home:

	Women are free to work outside of the home; husbands and wives relate to each other in a model of mutual (not unilateral) submission; decisions are made based upon mutual consent and consensus. Wives generally play a greater role in nurturing infants and young children, otherwise roles are determined by mutual agreement through an evaluation of individual strengths.




	Church:

	Women function within the church based upon character qualifications, gifts and theological education, not on the basis of gender restrictions; a woman may function as an elder or in pulpit ministry. Women can be ordained to any sphere of church ministry; in a large church the ideal would be to have a shared pulpit ministry utilizing qualified men and women.




	Society:

	Women may function in an unrestricted way in society: they may hold positions of power over men; they may teach men; they may pursue any leadership position and are encouraged to vote in political elections.












Secular egalitarianism








	Overview:

	Equal rights and no gender-defined roles.




	Home:

	Women are often encouraged to work outside the home as a greater priority than the family and as a necessity for personal fulfillment. The husband-wife relationship is based upon the equal rights of the individual, rather than mutual deference; the relationship frequently evidences an extreme in personal autonomy, rather than interdependence.




	Church:

	Secular egalitarianism generally does not have much of a place for religion.




	Society:

	Women may function in an unrestricted way in society: they may hold positions of power over men; they may teach men; they may pursue any leadership position and are encouraged to vote in political elections.













The homosexual issue

As with the women’s issue, our culture and some parts of the Christian subculture are changing in their perspective toward gays and lesbians. There are several positions that represent the spectrum of thinking on the homosexual issue; each view is briefly developed here.


Marital heterosexuality only

Homosexuality is not an acceptable lifestyle for Christians, whether between consenting adults on a casual basis or within monogamous, equal-partner relationships. The only acceptable means of heterosexual expression is within a covenant relationship of marriage between two adults.




Covenant and equal-partner homosexuality

Homosexuality is an acceptable lifestyle for Christians provided the partners are equal-status, consenting adults and the relationship is one of a monogamous, covenant and lasting kind. The assumption is that the Bible’s condemnation of homosexuality is due to the lack of these elements in the ancient world.




Casual adult homosexuality

Homosexuality is an appropriate lifestyle for any member of society provided it involves consenting adults. Participation in same-sex eroticism may be in any form, not simply within covenant relationships or between equal-status partners.

As with the women’s issue, we could develop some of the finer variations within each of these views.2 However, further nuances will become evident below.

At this stage, these three options for homosexuality and four options for women are the primary categories being discussed in theological circles today.








The Ultimate Culture Question

A growing number of Christian voices have begun to argue for removing hierarchy in gender relationships and for doing away with any stigma attached to covenant homosexual relationships. This move away from a straightforward reading of the biblical text clearly reflects the broader move in our society toward a less restrictive viewpoint on these two areas. Our quest, then, is to determine whether the church should move with our culture or against our culture on these two issues. We need to ask the question, Which components within Scripture are cultural and which are transcultural? Our investigation will focus directly on this question in parts one and two. Before we get there, however, we need to establish a big-picture framework for our thinking. In the next chapter, then, I will address the question of what kind of hermeneutic will best enable us to travel down this road of cultural/transcultural assessment.
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A REDEMPTIVE-MOVEMENT HERMENEUTIC


The term “redemptive-movement hermeneutic” captures the most crucial component of the application process as it relates to cultural analysis, namely, the need to engage the redemptive spirit of the text in a way that moves the contemporary appropriation of the text beyond its original-application framing. A sense of the biblical or redemptive spirit can be obtained by listening to how texts compare to the broader cultural milieu and how they sound within the development of the canon. When taking the ancient text into our modern world, the redemptive spirit of Scripture is the most significant dimension with which a Christian can wrestle. Sometimes, by simply “doing” the words of the text we automatically fulfill its spirit today, particularly where the horizons of the ancient and modern worlds continue to overlap and where the biblical text has already moved the ancient-world standards in a particular direction as far as one could possibly go. At other times, however, living out the Bible’s literal words in our modern context fails to fulfill its redemptive spirit.

A crucial distinction drives this chapter and the entire hermeneutic proposed within this book—the distinction between (1) a redemptive-spirit appropriation of Scripture, which encourages movement beyond the original application of the text in the ancient world, and (2) a static appropriation of Scripture, which understands the words of the text aside from or with minimal emphasis upon their underlying spirit and thus restricts any modern application of Scripture to where the isolated words of the text fell in their original setting. In the process of bridging two worlds, I will argue that a redemptive-movement hermeneutic champions that which is of foremost importance for actualizing the sacred text today. Nothing surpasses the need to live out the redemptive spirit of Scripture. Therein lies its heart. Therein one discovers the essence of good application.

I do not wish to engage in terminology debates. I have coined my approach a “redemptive-movement” hermeneutic because it captures the redemptive spirit within Scripture. It looks at a component of meaning within the biblical text and canon—a component of meaning easily missed in our application process. Some may prefer calling this interpretive/applicational approach a “progressive” or “developmental” or “trajectory” hermeneutic. That is fine. The label “redemptive movement” or “redemptive spirit” reflects my concern that the derived meaning is internal, not external, to the biblical text.


A Model

Before submerging ourselves in the details of a redemptive-movement hermeneutic, a broad picture or model provides a practical platform from which to work. For the sake of simplicity, I like to refer to the model as “The X⇒Y⇒Z Principle.” Any letters of the alphabet would do, as long as they indicate progression. The point of the model is to show how perspective and a redemptive spirit work together in the application of Scripture. Within the model below, the central position (Y) stands for where the isolated words of the Bible are in their development of a subject. Then, on either side of the biblical text, one must ask the question of perspective: What is my understanding of the biblical text, if I am looking from the perspective of the original culture (X)? Also, what does the biblical text look like from our contemporary culture, where it happens to reflect a better social ethic—one closer to an ultimate ethic (Z) than to the ethic revealed in the isolated words of the biblical text?

From one direction the Bible looks redemptive (and is); from the other direction it appears regressive (and is). In the model below, the smile on one face and the bewilderment on the other represent the two responses that happen inside the same reader as he or she looks at Scripture from these different perspectives. We might sketch the phenomenon as depicted on page 32.

The X⇒Y⇒Z principle illustrates how numerous aspects of the biblical text were not written to establish a utopian society with complete justice and equity. They were written within a cultural framework with limited moves toward an ultimate ethic. Many of the women and slavery texts discussed in this book exhibit the X⇒Y⇒Z principle. Numerous examples have been catalogued in later chapters.1 In order to show how the model works, I will explore two introductory examples, one from the women texts and one from the slavery texts.

[image: image]


The first example comes from those Scriptural passages that speak of taking female virgins as spoils of war. Within the biblical parameters of patriarchy, the capture and claim of virgin women during military conquest is openly permitted. One finds this treatment of women as spoils of battle documented in the legislative texts and illustrated in the narrative stories of Israel’s wars (see criterion 11.C). In defense of the biblical text, we should note that Deuteronomy 21:10-14 is at least somewhat redemptive relative to the original culture (X). After all, the Israelite male had to wait one month, marry the girl, and in the case of divorce he could not sell her or treat her as a slave (cf. Num 31:32-35; Judg 5:30; 21:11-12, 15-23). Compared to the horrible rape scenes that often accompanied ancient warfare (not unlike the rape camps of modern Bosnia) these biblical texts are clearly redemptive. Even in “ugly texts” like these, a redemptive spirit surfaces within the Bible, especially when it is read against the backdrop of the ancient culture. One might expect such a redemptive movement, since the core of a biblical ethic is to love God and to love one’s neighbor. When compared to the ancient treatment of women in war, the biblical text represents a measure of, or a greater movement toward, love and compassion.

What we should live out in our modern culture, however, is not the isolated words of the text but the redemptive spirit that the text reflects as read against its original culture. In applying the text to our era, we do not want to stay static with the text (Y). Rather, we need to move on, beyond the text, and take the redemptive dimension of those words further to a more redemptive level (toward an ultimate ethic, Z). Surely there is a more humane and just treatment of women POWs than what is reflected in the biblical text. We would not dare take the isolated words of these texts to our modern legislators and ask them to draft a policy from these words on the treatment of women captives in war. We would likely find that a more redemptive policy is already in place in our own contemporary culture, at least in Canada, the United States, Europe, and so on. Yet, even this contemporary form may be open to further refinement. As Christians we should be very careful not to become gridlocked with the isolated words of the text so that we miss reapplying the redemptive spirit that produced the text in the first place. Applications of the Bible in successive generations and different cultures must permit the redemptive spirit of the text to carry forward the unrealized or frozen-in-time aspects of a biblical ethic. Otherwise, we fail to properly apply the text within our own generation.

A second introductory illustration may be drawn from the slavery texts. The Israelites were instructed to provide safety and refuge to slaves fleeing harsh treatment from a foreign country (Deut 23:15-16). Upon crossing Israel’s borders, a fleeing slave was to be given shelter, was permitted to live in any of Israel’s cities and was not to be handed over to his or her master. The redemptive dimension of this slavery legislation, relative to the surrounding nations, sparkles even brighter than the redemptive component of the previous illustration. In some respects, the entire nation of Israel was to function as a land of refuge for runaway slaves, much like certain designated cities within Israel were to function as a refuge for Israelites in distress.

A static hermeneutic2 would apply this slavery-refuge text by permitting the ownership of slaves today, provided that the church offers similar kinds of refuge for runaway slaves. The refuge would extend to runaway slaves from harsh, unbelieving masters. Perhaps the covenant community would become the channel to freedom as an underground railway for the twenty-first century. Or, maybe the physical church property would act as the place of refuge. Either way, Christians would dare not speak out against slavery. They would support the institution of slavery, but seek to give refuge to slaves in abusive relationships. Such an approach to applying the Bible stays very close to the words of the text—at least the words of the text when understood without their crucial component of spirit-movement meaning.

A brief aside on terminology is important. Hereafter, when speaking of a static approach to the words of Scripture, I will generally insert a qualifying adjective and talk about the isolated words of the text. By the qualification isolated I mean “a reading of Scripture in cultural and canonical isolation”—that is, a reading of its words in isolation from the spirit-movement component of meaning which significantly transforms the application of texts for subsequent generations. It would make my job a lot easier to speak of the “spirit” versus the “words” of the text when I am contrasting a redemptive-movement hermeneutic with a static approach. But that amounts to oversimplified rhetoric. It creates wrong impressions and a false dichotomy. These two components are not antithetical; the words and spirit are fused together in the original text. Rather, what is antithetical are two different approaches by Christians to Scripture: one that reads the words of the text with a spirit-movement component of meaning (and sees it as prominent for contemporary application) versus one that either overlooks the spirit component completely or does not grant it sufficient value to move application further (thus minimizing spirit-movement for contemporary application).

While a static approach carefully measures the isolated words of the text in order to find suitable equivalents in the new setting, it fails to breathe into the new setting a measure of the empowering life force that made the text redemptive in its own day. Even more tragic is that, in arguing for or in permitting biblical slavery today, a static hermeneutic takes our current standard of human rights and working conditions backwards by quantum leaps. We would shame a gospel that proclaims freedom to the captive, a gospel with both spiritual and social implications. Christians should find it utterly repugnant to think that we can fulfill these biblical slavery texts today by permitting slavery in our modern world, provided we build some kind of equivalent freedom centers for runaway slaves. Such an application is faithful to the isolated words of the text. It fulfills the letters on the page. But it fails miserably in the attempt to fulfill the radically redemptive spirit that lies within the text, as it is read against the broader social environment of the biblical world. This is the core of good biblical application—application that seeks to understand the isolated words of the text but places a far greater interest in discovering and applying its spirit.




Characteristics

A redemptive-movement hermeneutic is characterized by several key components. At the heart of such an approach to the application of Scripture is its focus on (1) redemptive movement, (2) a multilevel ethic, (3) a balanced perspective, (4) cultural/transcultural assessment and (5) the underlying spirit within a text. While my development of a redemptive-movement hermeneutic will be framed in positive terms, I will also argue against a competing alternative, which in functional terms might be called a “static” or a “stationary” hermeneutic.

Some who hold to a static hermeneutic want to portray their position as the “historic” or “traditional” hermeneutic.3 This, of course, has the benefit of sounding as if it embraces the way hermeneutics has always been done throughout church history. But such is not the case. A redemptive-movement hermeneutic has always been a major part of the historic church, apostolic and beyond.4 I do not deny that a static hermeneutic has played a significant role throughout the last two millennia of the church’s existence, or that it has influenced the application process within Judaism for thousands of years before Christendom. My point is that both approaches to Scripture have been evident throughout Jewish and Christian history. The issues being addressed have changed, but a hermeneutic emphasizing the redemptive spirit of the text is hardly a new idea. Thus a static hermeneutic, as I will call it, should not be presented as the historic hermeneutic of the church. Such a presentation is misleading at best. Both approaches may claim their respective predecessors within the covenant community for whom the Bible has been a cherished and sacred book.

Enough said about history. While of considerable interest, a historical development of church hermeneutics lies outside the bounds of this work. So, we will move on to examine the characteristics of a redemptive-movement hermeneutic.


Redemptive movement

As one might suspect from its name, a key component of a redemptive-movement hermeneutic is the idea of movement. The Christian seeking to apply Scripture today should examine the movement between the biblical text and its surrounding social context. Once that movement has been discovered, there needs to be an assessment of whether the movement is preliminary or absolute (see criterion 1). If it is preliminary and further movement in the direction set by the text would produce a more fully realized ethic, then that is the course of action one must pursue. The interpreter extrapolates the biblical movement toward a more just, more equitable and more loving form. If a better ethic than the one expressed in the isolated words of the text is possible, and the biblical and canonical spirit is headed that direction, then that is where one ultimately wants to end up.

The alternative, of course, is to work with an understanding of Scripture that is static. A static hermeneutic does not interest itself in discovering movement. It is primarily interested in exegeting the text as an isolated entity and finding comparable or equivalent expressions (alternative forms) of how that text may be lived out in another culture. In the case of slavery, a static hermeneutic would not condemn biblical-type slavery, if that social order were to reappear in society today. Proponents of a static hermeneutic are generally willing to condemn American slavery, which was often worse than the biblical form, but they will not speak in a negative manner about the kind of slavery presented in the Bible. In the meantime, the household codes concerning masters and slaves are transferred to the modern context of employer/employee relationships. Equivalent admonitions of “obey” and “submit” are popped in like sure-fit items. This type of application process amounts to a rather wooden swapping of ancient-world and modern-world equivalents.

When a static hermeneutic is pressed with the actual words of the slavery texts, however, it produces grotesque, mutation-like applications. Imagine taking the words of Peter and advising modern employees to accept physical beatings by their employers for the sake of the gospel (1 Pet 2:18-25). Or, think about instructing contemporary employers from the Pentateuch that, should they limit beating employees to within a hairbreadth of their life, they would not be guilty of legal reprisal (Ex 21:20-21). Or, maybe our modern world should consider handing out lesser penalties for sexual violation against an employee (= slave) than in the case of sexual violation against an employer or self-employed person (= free) (Deut 22:25-27; cf. Lev 19:20-22). These examples, of course, show the utterly ridiculous nature of a static hermeneutic. Even a static application utilizes a redemptive-movement hermeneutic of sorts, on a lesser scale, by its selective choice of that which can and cannot be carried over to our context. One might be able to persuade a modern congregation into believing that employees should “obey” and “submit to” their employers based upon the slavery texts. This happens all the time. But the outcome reflects a tragic misunderstanding of Scripture. The rest of the slavery material, beyond the obey/submit instructions, is often left at arm’s length and simply not applied.

This kind of static approach to the slavery texts is not persuasive. In fact, the wooden nature of a static hermeneutic becomes a liability to any Christian seeking to live out their commitment to God’s will, as revealed through Scripture. Having discovered the movement of the biblical texts on slavery relative to the original social context, an extrapolation of that movement today leads to the abolition of slavery altogether. On this issue our culture is much closer to an ultimate ethic than it is to the unrealized ethic reflected in the isolated words of the Bible. In other words, a rough development of the X⇒Y⇒Z model for slavery might be broadly sketched like this:













	X

	⇒

	Y

	⇒

	⇒

	⇒

	Z




	original culture

	
	Bible

	
	our culture

	
	ultimate ethic




	slavery with many abuses


  	 

  	slavery with better conditions and fewer abuses


  	 

  	slavery eliminated and working conditions often improved

	
	slavery eliminated, improved working conditions, wages maximized for all, and harmony, respect and unified purpose between all levels in an organizational structure








In addition to the complete removal of slavery, a redemptive-movement hermeneutic proposes quite a different way of applying the household codes in our modern context. A redemptive-movement hermeneutic does not argue that modern Christians apply the household codes through submitting to and obeying their employers. Such an application not only neglects the element of movement to a more fully realized ethic but overlooks fundamental differences between slavery and modern employee-employer relations. The most crucial difference is that of ownership compared to a contractual basis for working relationships. In the modern contractual setting we should not preach obedience and submission, but that Christian employees should fulfill the terms of their contract to the best of their ability in order to bring glory to God and enhance their gospel witness. In addition, a redemptive-movement hermeneutic seeks to reapply the spirit or movement component of the slavery texts relative to the surrounding cultures. Scripture sides heavily with the plight of the slave, the poor and the oppressed. This life-breathing spirit, which bettered the conditions for slaves in the ancient world, should also influence the application process today. Contemporary Christian employers, then, should not abuse their power in pursuit of bottom-line production but advance their businesses in ways that value their employees as people and encourage their productive contribution in humane and just ways. Working conditions, levels of income, and disparity between the rich and poor are all issues that the redemptive spirit, evidenced in scriptural movement, ought to impact as we bring these texts to bear on our modern world.

Movement within the women texts is equally profound when the biblical account is read against its surrounding culture. The overbearing strength of patriarchy and its abuses were often horrific in the ancient world. The Bible, though by no means eliminating all patriarchal abuses and injustices (see criteria 11.C and 18.C), certainly moves in a moderating direction. Its patriarchy is of an improved sort. While retaining some restrictions, Scripture grants considerable freedom to women and moves in a less-restrictive direction. In terms of a broad scheme, the X⇒Y⇒Z model for the women’s texts might be presented as follows:













	X

	⇒

	Y

	⇒

	⇒

	⇒

	Z




	original culture

	
	Bible

	
	our culture

	
	ultimate ethic




	strong patriarchy with many abuses

	
	moderated patriarchy with fewer abuses

	secular egalitarianism with significantly improved status of women and and emphasis on individual rights, autonomy and selffulfillment

	
	ultra-soft patriarchy or complementary egalitarianism5 and interdependence, mutuality and servant-like attitude in relationships








Between the Y and Z components above there are a number of intermediate stages that are not sketched. For instance, the patriarchy developed by Piper and Grudem6 clearly improves upon the biblical scene. To be sure, they present their position as if it were the patriarchy of Scripture. But significant improvements have inadvertently crept into their view. Nevertheless, if one adopts a redemptive-movement hermeneutic, the softening of patriarchy (which Scripture itself initiates) can be taken a considerable distance further. Carrying the redemptive movement within Scripture to a more improved expression for gender relationships, as I will argue, ends in either ultra-soft patriarchy or complementary egalitarianism,7 depending upon whether one sees primogeniture (firstborn or creative-order prominence) as a transcultural or as a cultural-component value. The implication of a redemptive-spirit hermeneutic cries out for this kind of movement in the appropriation of Scripture.

If we talk about the homosexuality texts within an X⇒Y⇒Z model, we discover a different kind of movement, namely, an absolute movement from X to Y. Scripture evidences a redemptive spirit when it moves the people of God to a complete ban on same-sex activity. Homosexuality was widely accepted within the broader culture, so the movement within the Bible is clearly in one direction and complete—at least complete in terms of its broad-sweeping, negative assessment of the behavior. In this respect, the kind of movement from X to Y is absolute by its very nature. Thus for the most part, other than some minor alterations, the redemptive movement ends at Y. On the issue of acceptability and assessment, our modern culture could either be placed along the continuum at X (equivalent to where the original culture was) or perhaps even to the left of X in what might been viewed as a “W” position. In order to capture the same redemptive spirit today, the Christian community must continue its negative assessment of homosexual behavior and restrict such activity within the church, even if society at large does not.

If a Christian wants to reflect the spirit and direction of the biblical text, a negative assessment of homosexuality needs to be retained. Only a negative-assessment application captures the essence of the movement between the ancient-world setting and the biblical text. Nevertheless, there are differences between the ancient and modern world, which should add a nuanced dimension to our negative response. For instance, our sexual ethic should articulate a variance within a negative assessment of same-sex activity, depending upon the type of homosexuality being addressed. Covenant homosexuality differs considerably from pederasty or homosexual rape. Furthermore, the death penalty within Israel’s documents should be transposed to excommunication within the church (e.g., 1 Cor 5:1-13). Within a pluralistic society, such as we experience today, Christians should actually defend the rights and freedoms of homosexuals to live out their beliefs. We should not legally impose our sexual ethic on others. Furthermore, the emerging biological and environmental research suggests that for some individuals the degree of non-volitional disposition toward homoerotic behavior is quite strong. For others it is simply a matter of personal choice, not clouded by volitional issues (see criterion 18.D). Even within a negative assessment we must recognize a sliding scale of culpability, as a Christian ethic does in other areas where non-volitional factors influence a particular behavior. These secondary or minor components of movement toward an ultimate ethic will be developed in detail in the chapters to follow. Nevertheless, only a negative assessment of homosexuality retains the redemptive spirit within the biblical text.













	[W]

	⇒

	X

	⇒

	Y

	⇒

	Z




	our culture

	
	original culture

	
	Bible

	
	ultimate ethic




	almost complete acceptance and no restrictions of homosexual activity

	
	mixed acceptance and no restrictions of homosexual activity

	
	negative assessment and complete restriction of homosexual activity

	negative assessment and complete restriction of homosexual activity and greater understanding and compassion, utilization of a sliding scale of culpability, and variation in the degree of negative assessment based on the type of same-sex activity








Of equal importance, however, is the need to live redemptively in our relationships with gay men and lesbian women. Creating a redemptive focus to our lives means that we love homosexual people as ourselves. It means that we treat them with the same kind of grace, respect, care and compassion with which we want to be treated. It means that we fight along side of them against hateful action aimed at their community. It means all of the above, even if we do not agree with their sexual ethic. In the final analysis, they will determine whatever course of action they deem best for their lives. However, a difference of perspective does not mean that the Christian community should be silent about its sexual ethic. Caring for people includes seeking their very best, whatever that may entail. The Christian community needs to lovingly persuade all people toward a sexual ethic that is in their best interests, even if those with whom we dialogue never come to our conclusions. Of course, such dialogue is of little or no value unless it takes place in the context of genuine friendships, where the matter of love and respect is not in question.




A multilevel ethic

A redemptive-movement hermeneutic understands Scripture to embody a multilevel ethic. By a multilevel ethic, I mean that not everything within Scripture reflects the same level of ethical development. As stated above, the X⇒Y⇒Z principle illustrates that many aspects of the biblical text were not written to establish a utopian society with complete justice and equity. On the other hand, a static hermeneutic tends to look at Scripture as if it were composed of a monolithic, single-level ethic. To speak of improving upon some portion of Scripture is foreign to many Christians, myself included, since we often take a defensive stand against the onslaught of false accusations aimed at undermining the trust-worthiness of Scripture. If the accusations are false, of course, then we need to battle on. However, the Christian community must be careful in its dialogue with unbelieving opponents not to minimize their concerns. As a result of overly reactive posturing toward an unbelieving world we sometimes breed our own worst understandings of the Bible.

A virtual plethora of reasons explains why God orchestrated the composition of Scripture with a multilevel ethic. I will discuss some of these at length below. One example should suffice at this point: In Matthew 19:1-12 Jesus interacts with the Pharisees, or at least with one very antagonistic group within the broader Pharisaic movement, on matters of divorce and marriage. Jesus speaks of the hardness of the human heart as one reason for a multilevel ethic, and potential for kingdom service as yet another reason. Moses’ instructions about divorce were redemptive in their social context (Deut 24:1-4). They were an attempt to minimize the damage of living in a fallen world. A certificate of divorce was a protective measure for the well-being of the wife, who would frequently need to remarry or come under the shelter of another male. In at least a small way it represented a positive action on the part of the husband toward his wife, even during the unpleasant circumstances of divorce.8 The redemptive component of this divorce legislation becomes even more apparent as one reads the biblical text against the callous and often capricious patriarchy of the broader culture.

If one ponders the underlying spirit of the Deuteronomy divorce legislation, it ultimately points to the restoration of human relationships. I am not suggesting that the writ of divorce was designed to fix the marriage. Obviously it was not. Nor was the act of giving the wife divorce papers necessarily, if ever, inspired by romantic or loving affection on the part of the husband. Yet, whether he liked it or not, Deuteronomy 24:1-4 moved the husband to act positively toward his wife. The text required one final act by which the husband, at least in the context of the ancient culture, treated his wife with a certain measure of decency, consideration and well-being. Whether or not the audience living out the text actually entered into its spirit, the author(s) of the text intended for the prescription to limit the damage that one human could inflict upon another. By limiting the damage a secondary byproduct was that it limited the extent of alienation in the relationship. It kept even further distance from entering into an already strained relationship.

If one carries the spirit of limiting damages and reducing alienation within human relationships to its logical conclusion, one ends up with the ideal of restored, loving relationships. One positive act, however so small, if multiplied many times over, carries with it tremendous restorative potential. I speak of the author’s intended spirit here, not of the begrudging spirit that may have accompanied the life players who were acting out the text. One must listen for the redemptive spirit of the text within the author’s empowering act of framing its words, not from the deaf ears of those who simply fulfill its words out of respect for custom or out of pressure to conform. Along these lines, a redemptive-spirit journey obviously arrives at harmonious, restored human relationships.9 It is not surprising, then, that Jesus invokes the Eden portrait of relational harmony as the ideal or goal. It embodies the redemptive better (a fuller realization of the text’s redemptive spirit) of marriage without alienation.

Interestingly, within the text of Matthew 19:1-12 Jesus points to a higher possible alternative (or redemptive better) that exceeds even the norms of an Edeninspired world. Jesus suggests that some may choose the option of not marrying at all in order to devote themselves fully to kingdom service. The Matthew passage nicely illustrates a multilevel ethic within Scripture, since it introduces what we might describe as three redemptive betters: (1) following divorce procedures that minimize the damages, (2) resolving conflicts and striving for marital harmony, and (3) not entering into the good of marriage for the greater good of serving more fully in the kingdom. One could squeeze in many other levels within these three parameters; these are merely representative.10

Nevertheless, these three levels tell us that God recognizes the social factor of fallen humanity and even natural human processes, along with a host of other social-context factors, in the composition of Scripture. Hardened hearts, creative ideals, and kingdom ideals are only three factors that shape a multilevel ethic. In some respects, a fallen world and kingdom ideals represent two extremes. Most of the other factors which influence a multilevel ethic in Scripture, as we will see later, lie somewhere in between that which is strikingly pristine and that which is somewhat tainted. Most of the other factors involve psychological, cultural, environmental, collective or mission issues without necessarily introducing any clear saint-or-sinner connotations. At this point, however, it is reasonable to conclude that a flat-line approach to the ethics of Scripture does not adequately account for what one finds in the text.

In Matthew 19 the gospel writer portrays the Pharisees as having a wrong understanding of Scripture due to their expectation of a uniform ethic. Their approach to the Torah was to read everything on the sacred page as if it were written with the same ethical force. They understood the words of Moses to reflect God’s idealized will in every respect. Many of the Pharisees, in a devout effort to orient their lives around the sacred text, felt that they were living out God’s best provided they stuck to the isolated words of Scripture. Their wooden hermeneutic made it difficult to see that Moses’ words did not represent an absolute ethic; their approach to Scripture made it virtually impossible for them to see further, as Jesus points out, that there was an even greater good of sacrificially serving in the kingdom instead of enjoying the benefits of marriage. As we will discover in subsequent chapters on cultural/transcultural assessment, a multilevel ethic not only surfaces in Jesus’ approach to Scripture, it reflects the very nature of the biblical material itself. Through a detailed examination of the slavery and women texts, Christians should be able to confidently say that there is much within Scripture that needs an infusion of greater justice, greater compassion and greater equity in the treatment of human beings.

Admittedly, proponents of a static hermeneutic do distinguish between levels in a social ethic related to slavery. For instance, Yarbrough differentiates between better and worse types of slavery and between better and worse forms of employment.11 Yarbrough readily acknowledges a difference between American slavery and biblical slavery, with biblical slavery evidencing a better treatment of human beings. I would agree with his assessment. Yet, the Bible does not directly address American slavery. So one might ask, how does Yarbrough know that biblical slavery was a better form of slavery than American slavery? The Bible did not give him the answer, at least not in any explicit fashion. Rather, Yarbrough must have reasoned his way through a comparison of the two forms of slavery and evaluated the details within the two systems of slavery on logical and sociological grounds in order to arrive at his conclusion.

So while those endorsing a static hermeneutic are prepared to evaluate the ethics of social forms inferior to Scripture, they are reluctant to apply the same kind of reasoning in determining social forms clearly superior to the (unrealized) ethics of the Bible.12 Without even moving to an abolitionist perspective, Yarbrough and others neglect to develop alternative forms of slavery that improve on biblical slavery.


Slaves









	Already Some Movement

	Needing Further Movement




	(relative to original/broader culture)

	(even aside from the abolition of slavery)13




	seventh-day rest for all slaves (Ex 23:12)

	slaves as property (Ex 21:21)




	seventh-year release for Hebrew slaves

	no seventh-year release of foreign slaves




	(Lev 25:39-43; cf. Jer 34:8-22)

	(Lev 25:39-43)




	provisions for slaves upon release

	use of slaves for reproductive purposes




	(Deut 15:12-18)

	(Gen 16:1-4; 30:3-4, 9-10; cf. Gen 35:22)




	admonitions against harshness

	sexual violation of a slave versus a free woman




	(Col 4:1; Eph 6:9)

	(Lev 19:20-22; cf. Deut 22:25-27)




	some limitation on physical beatings

	physical beating of slaves still permitted




	(Ex 21:20-21, 26-27)

	(Ex 21:20-21)




	refuge and safety for foreign runaway slaves

	no similar refuge for runaway Israelite slaves




	(Deut 23:15; cf. Ex 21:26-27)

	(cf. Deut 23:15)




	denouncement of slave traders

	lesser value of a slave’s life in capital cases




	(Deut 24:7; Ex 21:16; cf. 1 Tim 1:10)

	(Ex 21:28-32)









The strengths are on the left side; the liabilities are on the right side. Without even arguing for the abolition of slavery, one can easily develop a social ethic for slavery that exceeds the one found in a letters-on-the-page reading of the Bible. It does not take much imagination nor skilled reasoning to formulate a kind of slavery that would be much improved beyond the slavery ethic of Scripture as seen in its isolated words.

Now, it is understandable why certain Christians and evangelical scholars do not want to propose a social ethic, nor any other ethic, that exceeds (in realized form) the ethics of Scripture. It is likely that they think such a view impugns the testimony of the biblical witness. Furthermore, it creates a dilemma of how to interact with unbelievers who propose some kind of advanced social ethic. Typically, those who advocate a static hermeneutic overlook the potential for improving biblical slavery, even if they were to stay within a slavery framework and not move to abolition. Also, when faced with the competing option of abolition and bettering employment conditions, they frequently downplay the benefits of abolition and confuse the issue by talking about slavery as a metaphor.14 While their motives may be honorable, the outcome of their view is extremely damaging to the very Scriptures they are attempting to protect. By not accepting a multilevel ethic within Scripture, they inadvertently muzzle the Bible’s redemptive spirit. Preferring to stay with the safety of the text’s isolated words, their application process sweeps aside the most important component imaginable.

A similar kind of multilevel ethic within Scripture can be observed as one examines the women texts. The chart on pages 46-47 illustrates the lack of any ultimate social ethic within the women texts as well as the culture-entrenched nature of such passages.

By initiating some basic improvements to the right-hand column, it would not be difficult to forge a social ethic that far exceeds Scripture (at least “Scripture” in the sense of its isolated words alone).15 The extremely ragged edges of biblical patriarchy make it very simple to propose a better social ethic without even departing from a patriarchal framework. The same is true of the soft patriarchy advanced today by various Biblical Manhood and Womanhood publications.16 Their brand of patriarchy, though better than that of Scripture, has potential for significant advancement to either an ultra-soft patriarchy or a complementary egalitarian position (see chapter eight). Choosing between these last two options is not entirely easy. The line between them becomes exceedingly fine. And, the decision about staying on one side of the line or the other is informed by much less data than is the case here in selecting one’s broader hermeneutic. Nevertheless, both egalitarians and patriarchalists need to work from a redemptive-movement framework; that much should be certain.


Women









	Already Some Movement

	Needing Further Movement




	(relative to original/broader culture)

	(even aside from the removal of patriarchy)




	softening husband’s side of hierarchy

	women as property




	(Eph 5:25-32)

	(e.g., Ex 20:17; cf. Deut 5:21; Judg 5:30)




	women given equal say in sexual domain

	husband as “new father”; wife as “child”




	(1 Cor 7:2-5)

	(Num 30:1-16)




	husband contributes to the home in significant ways, not shirking responsibility

	husband as sole/primary provider




	(1 Tim 5:8)

	(Ex 21:10-11; cf. Is 4:1)




	wife contributes to the home in productive ways, not becoming a busybody or gossip

	wife to be primarily in the home




	(1 Tim 5:13-14; Tit 2:5)

	(1 Tim 5:13-14; Tit 2:5)




	permitted to inherit property if no males

	no property inheritance in general




	(Num 27:5-8; 31:1-9)

	(Deut 21:16-17; cf. Num 27:5-8; 31:1-9)




	at least theoretical equality between male and female (Gal 3:28; 1 Cor 11:11-12; cf. 1 Cor 12:13; Eph 2:15; Col 3:11)

	rape laws require the father to be paid damages and the female victim to marry the rapist (Deut 22:28-29)




	some great women on certain occasions permitted in leadership (Eg., Deborah, Huldah, Priscilla, Junias)

	virginity expectations focus almost exclusively on the female (Gen 24:16; Num 31:35; Esther 2:2, 17-19; Ps 45:14-15; Mt 25:1-13; Lk 1:27; cf. Gen 19:8; Judg 19:24; 21:11-12; 2 Sam 13:2, 18; 1 Kings 1:2; Song 6:8; Deut 22:13-14; Ezek 22:10-21; 23:42-45; Mt 1:18-19)




	adultery viewed as destructive to the home (Num 5:11-31; Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22-24; Ex 22:16-17; cf. Deut 22:28-29)

	adultery laws scrutinize the woman involved, not the man, and penalize women more severely (Num 5:11-31; Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22-24; Ex 22:16-17; cf. Deut 22:28-29)




	women initiate divorce in one Jesus saying (Mk 10:12) and in one Pauline text (1 Cor 7:10-16)

	divorce legislation disadvantages women in initiation process and especially in settlements (Deut 20:10-14; 22:1-4, 19, 29; 24:1-4)




	polygamy legislation protects wives somewhat (makes basic provisions [Ex 21:10], minimizes rivalry [Lev 18:18], and maintains first-born rights [Deut 21:15-17])

	polygamy favors men and creates extreme vulnerability for women (relationally and in the case of divorce) (see criterion 11.C.7)




	
	females valued less in vow redemption (Lev 27:1-8)




	females not abandoned at birth (broader culture kills more female than male infants) (See Tal Ilan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine [Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996], p. 46.)

	lesser value of female offspring (see criterion 11.C.7) and greater impurity assessment of female offspring (Lev 12:2-4; cf. 12:6-7) 




	
	women as gardens in reproductive models Gen 38:9; Lev 15:16-18, 32; Ps 78:51; 105:36; Deut 7:13: 28:4, 11, 18, 53; Mic 6:7; Ps 128:3)




	
	infertility as primarily a female problem (In Scripture only women are viewed as “barren” or infertile)




	Jesus and Paul (contra Old Testament and rabbinical emphasis) have female disciples

	daughters of secondary importance in the passing on of Torah tradition (Deut 4:9-10; 6:2, 7, 20; 11:19, 21; 32:46; cf. Ex 10:2; 12:26; 13:8, 14)




	
	women/virgins as trophies to be won (Josh 15:16; cf. 1 Sam 17:25; 18:12-27; 2 Sam 3:14; 6)




	protective measures for women captured in battle (e.g., mourning period and unable to sell as a slave) (Deut 21:10-14; cf. 20:14)

	women/virgins as spoils of war (Num 31:32-35; Deut 20:14; 21:10-14; cf. Judg. 5:30; 21:11-12, 15-23)




	
	husband’s implied authority to physically discipline his wife (Hos 2:1-3, 10; Jer 13:20-27; Ezek 16:32-42; 23:22-30; cf. Is 47:3; Nahum 3:5-6)




	
	women as wimpy warriors (Is 19:16; Jer 50:37; 51:30; Nahum 3:13)




	
	women as poor leaders (Is 3:12)




	
	women as more easily deceived than men (the traditional interpretation of 1 Tim 2:14; see criterion 18 and appendix B)









If the women’s debate is to make any progress in the years that lie ahead, evangelical leaders on the patriarchy side will need to emerge with one clear message: as with slavery, the patriarchy found within the Bible does not offer us an ultimate social ethic. Regardless of whether one ever becomes an egalitarian, patriarchal proponents need to wrestle with, and even celebrate, the implications of this affirmation for their view.17 On the other hand, egalitarian leaders must likewise confess their inappropriate casting of the issue into the polarized extremes of moral right and moral wrong. When egalitarians talk about biblical slavery or biblical patriarchy under the category of “a hideous evil,” they have fallen into an anachronistic fallacy and forgotten the redemptive component within Scripture.18 It is not surprising that neither side is listening to the other. Both patriarchalists and egalitarians must agree upon a hermeneutical framework that is grounded in an understanding of redemptive betters. Both sides must agree upon making the redemptive spirit in Scripture and its multilevel ethic a central, not peripheral, component in the dialogue.

At this point, you may be asking how does one determine that something is better? What does a redemptive better look like? On what basis can we talk about inferior versus superior? These are good questions. Should you be asking these kinds of questions, I would commend your critical and inquisitive thinking. Yet, I ask that you would kindly carry them with you into chapters four through seven, where the bulk of this book is headed. There I answer these questions in detail. A broad answer will have to suffice here. The basis for judging redemptive betters hinges on what we might eclectically call “the -als” of Christian theology. Each of these assessment words shares an -al ending: for example, biblical, theological, logical, sociological, ethical, canonical, empirical, even practical. Chapters four through seven collectively establish this basis.

Before leaving this section, let me caution against overly simplistic argumentation once common hermeneutical ground is agreed upon. Imagine a fictitious conversation between two individuals who are committed to a redemptive-movement hermeneutic; one is a complementary egalitarian and the other an ultra-soft patriarchalist. After surveying the charts above on slavery and women, the egalitarian might be inclined to say that the conclusion is obvious: “Not only should the church community move redemptively toward ultra-soft slavery and ultra-soft patriarchy, but it also should accept the inevitability of an egalitarian position as it historically has accepted abolition.” The drawback with such reasoning, however, is a major difference between the two cases. There is a marked difference between “the last thing to go” when moving from ultra-soft slavery to abolitionism and “the last thing to go” when moving from ultra-soft patriarchy to egalitarianism. With ultra-soft slavery the crux is ownership; with ultra-soft patriarchy the last vestige of that position before moving to egalitarianism is some kind of minimalist hierarchy. It is much easier to argue that no human being should ever own another human being than to argue that no human being should ever exist in a hierarchal relationship to another human being. In fact, I cannot argue the latter. There are numerous social relationships where hierarchy makes good sense.19

The ultra-soft patriarchalists might be inclined to think that their argument is won. Having established the acceptability of hierarchy in some human relationships (and in divine relationships as well), they might be lulled into a false sense of confidence. However, any confidence at this stage of the dialogue is shortlived. The only thing that an ultra-soft position has really established to this point is that hierarchy in human relationships is not inherently evil. This should silence some egalitarian rhetoric. It certainly places the discussions about moving beyond ultra-soft patriarchy into an entirely different realm than talks about moving beyond ultra-soft slavery. Yet, it does not advance a positive argument for staying with ultra-soft patriarchy instead of moving to complementary egalitarianism. All it does is shut down one particular egalitarian argument for movement. Having agreed upon a redemptive-movement approach, both sides still need to talk in terms of redemptive betters. Both sides must reflect upon whether mutual deference (complementary egalitarianism) is any better than minimalist hierarchy20 (ultra-soft patriarchy) for the particular case of adult male/female relationships.




A balanced perspective

A third way of describing the X⇒Y⇒Z model is to talk about its balanced perspective. Before doing so, it might be helpful to flip back and look at the model in order to have a fresh picture in mind. We can talk about the model in terms of its “left side” and its “right side.” The model has a left-side perspective relative to the original culture. This viewpoint captures the X⇒Y part of the diagram, but leaves out Y⇒Z. Also, the model has a right-side perspective relative to our modern culture, where it happens to reflect a better (more realized) ethic somewhere on a continuum toward an ultimate ethic. This captures the Y⇒Z part of the diagram, but leaves out X⇒Y.

A static hermeneutic is unbalanced inasmuch as it omits the Y⇒Z component. It incorporates only a left-side understanding of the Bible. Proponents of a static hermeneutic generally overlook the relevance of Y⇒Z in shaping the application of Scripture for today. Attempts at application by a static approach inevitably skew the process toward the ancient world. They often lack the building materials to construct a strong hermeneutical bridge to the modern world. The proponents of a static hermeneutic are satisfied with the understanding that biblical slavery was better than American slavery. They are satisfied knowing that biblical slavery was better than ancient-world slavery. On that note, they fold their hands in contentment. According to their view, as long as we bring a person’s individual life and our collective social ethic up to the level of the Bible’s isolated words, our job is done.

On the other hand, a secular hermeneutic is unbalanced inasmuch as it omits the X⇒Y part of the equation. Secularists and radical feminists, along with most radical reader-oriented approaches, will come at Scripture from only a right-side perspective. They too live in denial, for they disregard the redemptive power of X⇒Y. They often build a bridge to the modern world and then burn it. Or, maybe it would be more accurate to suggest that they leap to a modern approach and burn the ancient text. They speak of Scripture as “sexist” or “repressive.” Once they have sufficiently deconstructed the ancient text, based on their modern perspective, they too are satisfied. They begin to devise a social portrait that is often not tied to the text at all.

A redemptive-movement hermeneutic argues for a balanced perspective—one that wrestles with left-side implications as well as right-side implications. It is not, as some critics have said, that Scripture is repressive or sexist regarding slaves and women. That is to talk about Scripture in a vacuum, devoid of its original setting or cultural backdrop. Such is an anachronistic reading of the text! Relative to when and where the words of Scripture were first read, they spoke redemptively to their given communities. Yet, to stay with the isolated words of the text instead of their spirit leads to an equally tragic misreading. To neglect reapplying the redemptive spirit of the text adds a debilitating impotence to a life-transforming gospel that should be unleashed within our modern world. Such an approach truncates the application process; it severely dwarfs the positive potential of Scripture.

A solid bridge between the ancient and modern world can only be constructed with a redemptive-movement hermeneutic. A static approach attempts to construct a bridge out of the isolated words of the text and so transposes ancient referents with modern ones in order to do the job. As long as the words fit, even in a loose or sloppy fashion, they think they have conquered new territory. But often their bridge does not reach the modern world when set upon many texts, and when it does reach the modern world, it is frequently rickety and weak, for they have had to be extremely selective in terms of which word-materials they have used. Alas, a secular or radical approach is no better at bridge building. They often seek to show why a bridge should not be built in the first place, for their world is much better anyway. They are so busy building their modern structures, without any bridge, that they lose biblical influence on their architecture altogether. In some sense, they have the potential for transforming a modern world, but they have no definitive direction for guiding advancements beyond the text.

A static hermeneutic lacks power and relevance, while a secular or radical hermeneutic lacks direction. Only a view that utilizes the redemptive spirit within Scripture as its core can construct an enduring connection between the ancient and modern worlds. A redemptive-spirit approach honors the words of Scripture by not forcing them into modern molds that do not fit. The words of Scripture, as read against the ancient world, provide the Christian with an understanding of its spirit and direction. The redemptive spirit generates the power to invade a new generation; the words of Scripture as read within their broader social context provide the much-needed direction for guiding the invasion of that power within today’s world. Once upon modern soil, a redemptive-movement hermeneutic channels its renewing spirit into the modern world with power to change social structures and direction to guide the renewal process.




Cultural/transcultural assessment

As mentioned earlier, everything within Scripture is cultural in the sense that the Bible represents God’s communication to human society through cultural forms. All communication takes on a cultural dimension. In this book, however, I am not simply interested in that broad sense of culture as human behavior expressed in social forms, customs, patterns, values, rituals, taboos, and so on. Rather, this work develops culture as an aspect of the hermeneutical process. In this sense, then, cultural analysis distinguishes between two features within the text: that which is “culturally bound” and that which is “transcultural.” Here we are talking about the application process in hermeneutics and asking the question of what aspects of the text should we continue to practice and what aspects should we discontinue or change due to differences between cultures.

The chapters to follow should convince the reader that a redemptive-movement hermeneutic distinguishes between cultural and transcultural components within Scripture. A redemptive-movement hermeneutic is committed to the rigorous and methodical pursuit of assessing what elements within Scripture fall into the one category or the other. A redemptive-spirit approach does not want to make that which is truly transcultural in Scripture into something cultural; nor does it want to grant that which is truly cultural a transcultural status. Good application of the ancient text demands that the Christian community wrestle with this kind of assessment.

I am not suggesting that the alternative approaches do not distinguish between cultural and transcultural components within Scripture. One finds proponents of a static hermeneutic and a radical feminist or radical reader-oriented hermeneutic making assessments of a cultural/transcultural nature. What I would like to point out here are simply tendencies or dispositions in their approach. Those with a radical agenda often point to several cultural items within Scripture, as if by the very existence of these examples the reader should accept anything else they deem as cultural to be an accurate assessment.21 Their methodology for cultural analysis is ad hoc at best and their logic is often strained. Just because some things in Scripture are cultural, that does not mean that everything in Scripture is cultural.

Proponents of a static hermeneutic are not vulnerable to the debilitating tendencies of a radical hermeneutic. However, in their attempts to preserve that which is transcultural in Scripture, they are often victimized by extremes in the opposite direction. They frequently assume that just because some things in the Bible are transcultural, that everything in the Bible is transcultural. While they do not invoke this fallacy on the Bible as a whole, they often apply it to portions of the biblical text. A classic case surfaces in their treatment of the original creation material. Invariably they quote Jesus’ statement about the creation perspective on marriage as having more weight than Moses’ divorce legislation.22 I agree with their assessment to this point.23 However, they go on from there to suggest that the garden therefore provides us with a paradigm of that which is ongoing and transcultural. Here is where their reasoning is no better than that of a radical hermeneutic, only it betrays a weakness in the opposite direction. They fallaciously assume that everything within the creation material is transcultural just because some things within the creation material are transcultural. As will be explained below, however, this assumption is fraught with problems. There are numerous items within the creation material that should be understood as cultural (see criterion 6.B.1-10).

There is a greater potential for faulty thinking on either extreme of the hermeneutical spectrum in the process of cultural/transcultural assessment. I am not suggesting that a redemptive-movement hermeneutic is somehow impervious to faulty logic. Nor am I saying that my own assessment of that which is cultural or transcultural is perfect. I have written a final chapter titled “What If I Am Wrong?” in order to reflect upon the possibility of error. What I am saying, however, is that those who embrace a redemptive hermeneutic, whether egalitarian or patriarchal, are less likely to fall into a “one sample proves all” kind of thinking that often plagues both a static and a radical hermeneutic.




The spirit of a text

The final and most important characteristic of a redemptive-movement hermeneutic is its focus on the spirit of a text. As mentioned earlier, the coinage “redemptive-movement hermeneutic” is derived from a concern that Christians apply the redemptive spirit within Scripture, not merely, or even primarily, its isolated words. Finding the underlying spirit of a text is a delicate matter. It is not as direct or explicit as reading the words on the page. In order to grasp the spirit of a text, the interpreter must listen for how the text sounds within its various social contexts. Two life settings are crucial: the broader, foreign ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman (ANE/GR) social context and the immediate, domestic Israelite/church setting. One must ask, what change/improvement is the text making in the lives of people in the covenant community? And, how does the text influence the larger ANE/GR world? Through reflecting upon these social-setting questions the modern reader will begin to sense the redemptive spirit of the text. Also, a third setting permits one another way of discovering the redemptive spirit, namely, the canonical movement across various biblical epochs. The movement between the Old and New Testaments is perhaps the most familiar epochal shift. All three ways of measuring movement—foreign, domestic and canonical—will be developed below (see criterion 1).

The redemptive spirit underlying a text should be distinguished from what is commonly known as the principle underlying a text. Permit me a quick preamble comment before making the point of distinction. The principle underlying a text relates to the degree of abstraction needed to cross between two worlds in the application process. When discovering the underlying principle, some refer to the helpful concept of a “ladder of abstraction”:24 along a continuum highly abstracted ideas are found at the top of the ladder, while more concrete expressions are found at the bottom. One could “principle-ize” any text with the highest level of abstraction, “Glorify God.” Yet, how high one climbs on the ladder of abstraction to form a principle depends upon the similarities and the differences between the ancient and modern worlds. Differences push one up the ladder; similarities push one down.

Having introduced the ladder of abstraction, now we may distinguish between redemptive spirit and principle. Using an analogy, one might compare the principle to the sails on a boat, which can be raised or lowered on the mast (the mast being the ladder of abstraction). The redemptive spirit, however, is another matter—it is more like the wind that catches the sail to move the boat forward. When applying the slavery texts to modern employment, a static hermeneutic will generally move up the ladder of abstraction to the principle “submit to/obey those in authority within the workplace,” thinking that this sufficiently covers both worlds. The liability with this approach lies both at the level of principle and redemptive spirit. With respect to principle, the static approach fails to push high enough on the ladder of abstraction to account for the difference between ownership (their world) and contractual relationships (our world). The submit/obey language should be dropped in our application. The principle should be one of honoring God in the way one relates to authority/management in the workplace and the contemporary application in the modern world should construct an imperative along the following lines: Fulfill the terms of your contract to the best of your ability, that is, in a manner that glorifies God and brings unbelievers closer to the kingdom.

With respect to redemptive spirit, the static approach often fails to let the winds of Scripture advance its slavery portrait. Such an approach stifles an absolutely crucial component of meaning from the slavery texts for our generation. Christians ought to welcome the biblical spirit “blowing on the sails” of our contemporary setting with movement-type ideas. The underlying spirit/movement of the slavery texts holds multifaceted implications for our modern work world. It certainly includes an employee at times choosing to go beyond what the contract calls for. It also takes into consideration the incredible movement of Scripture, compared to the ancient world, in that it betters the working conditions and treatment of slaves. This aspect of redemptive spirit eventually leads to the abolition of slavery altogether. Yet, when reapplied in our modern context, the same biblical spirit voices a concern for improving the plight of the modern worker. It quickly qualifies any unreasonable fulfillment of managerially “stretched” contractual obligations, unsafe working conditions, abusive treatment of employees, and so on. On the other hand, it passionately, not reluctantly, pursues the positive well-being of all within the organization, whether management, laborer or owner. It speaks to issues such as benefits, a family-supportive environment, people-first values and meaningful motivation, as well as to bottom-line issues.

On the surface a static hermeneutic appears to be more faithful to the words of Scripture—due to a focus on its isolated words—than a redemptive-movement hermeneutic. Proponents of a static hermeneutic can point to the actual words on the page and say that, based upon those words, a modern employee needs to submit and obey. They can easily charge a redemptive-movement hermeneutic with overlooking these words of Scripture. However, what should be obvious from the grotesque applications that would flow from a consistent use of a static hermeneutic (see examples cited in the “redemptive movement” section above [see here) is that such an approach must pick and choose which words it seeks to apply. Also, if all of the slavery and women examples cited below (criteria 11 and 18) are any indication of hermeneutical process, then a static hermeneutic also overlooks entire passages of Scripture. A number of passages never enter into the discourse of those developing patriarchy through a static model. Those authors who relentlessly cling to a static hermeneutic simply do not publish scholarly discussion on these painful passages. These troublesome texts are left completely untouched by biblical-slavery advocates and by most patriarchy proponents. In this respect, a static hermeneutic not only steers clear of certain words found in Scripture, it also selectively disregards entire passages of the text.25 One must ask, then, which hermeneutic is actually more faithful to the words of Scripture. Surface perceptions are not always an accurate reflection of reality.
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