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‘The psalmist says that God’s word is sweeter than honey. Miranda Threlfall-Holmes writes for us as one who has tasted God’s word, found it to be good and nourishing, and now wants us to eat as well. She invites us on a journey of discovery; the delights and challenges of the Bible as food for the journey of life. Lots of books tell us what the Bible is about. Few explain to us how to read it. But drawing on different traditions of reflective biblical reading, Miranda gives us the confidence to sit and taste its profound and life-changing goodness.’


Stephen Cottrell, Archbishop of York


‘To me, the Bible is one of the most beautiful and dangerous texts in the world – beautiful because it points towards unimaginable glories, dangerous because it is so easily used as a weapon to judge, condemn, harm. We need wise companions like Miranda Threlfall-Holmes to help us find the Bible’s beauty while refusing to weaponise it. There’s really no book like How to Eat Bread – honest about the Bible’s challenges, inspired by its wonders, informed about its scholarship and full of practical ideas for reading the Bible as you would eat good bread.’


Brian D. McLaren, author of Faith After Doubt


‘The Bible is a beautiful, inspired, ancient sacred text. It’s full of God’s wisdom and nourishment – but frankly it can also be confusing and indigestible without a guide. In How to Eat Bread Miranda guides us to read well, and through reading to live well, as we come to taste the wonderful food that God gives us through Scripture. Highly recommended!’


Paul Bayes, Bishop of Liverpool


‘For any Christian – or, we might argue, anyone wanting to have even a cursory understanding of how our globalised world got to think and be as it does and is – reading the Bible ought to be as natural as breathing or, as this exciting new book puts it, eating bread. All too often reading the Bible can seem – even to Christians – a scary or taxing task. In this exhilarating and hands-on book Miranda Threlfall-Holmes provides a fantastic guide to the many and varied ways that we can get real nourishment out of Scripture. The Church is in great need of ways to re-engage people with the joys and challenges that reading the Bible can bring and – whether it is for a set group or just the curious individual reader – this marvellous book is a fantastic starting point for that process to begin.’


Fergus Butler-Gallie, author of A Field Guide to the ­English Clergy


‘Are you baffled by the Bible, stumped by the Scriptures? Try Miranda Threlfall-Holmes’s new book for help. How to Eat Bread provides many different ways of tasting the word of God. No need to read it all in one go. Just dip into it, alone or with a group. Miranda Threlfall-Holmes draws on her wide experience in parishes, as university chaplain and as mother, to suggest various ways of reading the Scriptures, suitable for different persons and for different times. Try them. You will not be disappointed.’


Cardinal Michael Fitzgerald


‘Miranda Threlfall-Holmes writes with a freshness and an urgency that draws the reader into her subject matter in compelling ways. How to Eat Bread discusses in accessible form Scripture’s own methods of interpreting the story of God’s engagement with creation, the Church’s interpretations across history together with the ways in which modern hermeneutical scholarship discloses the inherited texts and their freshness for successive generations. Whether you are beginning this journey or are a seasoned campaigner, you will find something here to enrich your understanding and enjoyment of Scripture.’


Michael Jackson, Archbishop of Dublin


‘Miranda Threlfall-Holmes’s latest book is a feast of delicious morsels. How to Eat Bread is an invitation to read the Bible as a staple of our spiritual life, and yet more: the book is infused with a passion that dares to wrestle with the Bible’s trickier aspects as well as its sublime simplicity. In a book that will feed both individuals and groups, Threlfall-Holmes wears her learning lightly. By daring to knead Scripture into the insights of tradition and reason, she has produced a “recipe book” for anyone wanting to discover why the Bible is the greatest companion on the way to God. Taste, eat, and be fed!’


Canon Rachel Mann, priest, scholar and author


‘Reading Revd Dr Miranda Threlfall-Holmes’s How to Eat Bread, I discovered the practical guide to reading the Bible I did not realise was missing in my life. Even with nearly forty years’ studying the Bible, she revealed to me new insights, techniques, and doorways for engaging the Scriptures.’


Peterson Toscano, LGBTQ human rights campaigner and creator of Transfigurations – Transgressing Gender in the Bible


‘You can’t understand what motivates millions of people around the world, or a lot of history and contemporary politics, if you don’t delve into the Bible, and grasp something of its complexity. This book offers a rich diet to feast upon: accessible, witty, insightful and wise. You will be stimulated, surprised, and hopefully changed by reading and digesting its contents.’


Helen-Ann Hartley, Bishop of Ripon
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Introduction


You might have various questions as you hold this book in your hands.


Perhaps you wonder why on earth anyone would bother to read the Bible at all. Isn’t it a dead book, of only antiquarian or academic interest? Why on earth would a reasonably intelligent modern-day person take more than a passing interest in what it has to say?


Or perhaps your questions are very different. Does it seem totally obvious that one should read the Bible, but you’re bemused by the idea that there could be more than one way of doing so? Doesn’t the Bible say it, so we should believe it?


Or you may be intrigued but perhaps rather intimidated. The idea of reading the Bible is something that attracts you and you’ve found that it’s not as simple or as one-dimensional as it is sometimes presented, but twenty-one different ways? Really?


I hope this introduction will address these questions. But first, perhaps the most obvious question of all: why on earth call this book ‘How to Eat Bread’?


The title draws on several different reference points. It pays tribute to Henri Nouwen’s phrase ‘bread for the journey’, which in turn was inspired by the insight of medieval theologians that the Bible is meant to be nourishing. Less spiritually, the title is also inspired, in part, by Nigella Lawson’s 1998 cookbook How to Eat. Lawson’s book turned cookery writing on its head. She shifted the focus of a cookbook from the proficient accomplishment of cookery techniques, taught by a trained chef, to the enjoyment of eating, taught by someone who loved to eat. In a similar vein, this isn’t a technical guide to the art and science of biblical interpretation by a specialist Bible scholar; rather, it’s a handbook on how you can be nourished in your faith by reading the Bible, by someone who has found nourishment there herself.


Bread is simple. It’s a nourishing, portable, basic foodstuff that is different in and yet common to a very wide variety of global cuisines. Bread is a symbol for many of us of home comforts, of providing for our families, of safety and security. It’s notable that in the first Covid-19 lockdown of 2020, bread flour and yeast quickly sold out, as people stayed home and addressed their anxieties by the comforting practice of baking bread. But simple as bread is, it comes in an almost infinite variety of types, some more challenging to bake than others. Sourdough, flat breads, enriched doughs, gluten free … the simplest combination of basic ingredients can occupy bakers for a lifetime.


The Bible, this metaphorical bread for our spiritual journey, is also on the one hand simple and on the other bafflingly complex. It’s a book, an anthology of shorter books, containing some of the best-loved and well-known stories that our culture has seen. Noah’s ark; the Good Samaritan; Christmas. Simple stuff, retold to children in endless picture books and cartoons and soft toys. But at the same time anyone who has ever picked up the Bible and tried to read through it starting at the beginning will know that it is not simple at all. It lulls you into a false sense of security at first, with familiar landmarks like the Garden of Eden, only to have you bogged down in bewilderment some pages later as the body count and obscure ancient laws and regulations mount up around you.


Why read the Bible?


So why should you bother to read the Bible at all? Why not just follow Jesus and try to be a good person? Or why do you need any help or particular ways to read it – isn’t it just obvious what it says, and all we are called to do is obey it?


Here, in no particular order (as they say on the talent shows) are my top reasons for reading the Bible – the whole Bible, not just the bits we like– and for thinking about how we read it.


Jesus thought reading the Scriptures was important


Jesus frequently referred to ‘the Scriptures’, meaning what we call the Old Testament or Hebrew Scriptures (obviously, what we call the New Testament didn’t exist in Jesus’ lifetime). He clearly thought they were important, quoted them, and referred to himself as fulfilling them. And the sayings of Jesus that are collected for us in the Gospels are the bits of what he said and did that the early church thought were important. That means that the first generations of Christians thought that Jesus’ references to the value of the Scriptures and the law were important enough to pass on. We can’t fully understand the Gospels and New Testament letters, or what the early church mindset was like, without having an appreciation of the main elements of the Old Testament. It’s just not coherent to say, as I sometimes hear, that we can follow Jesus but we’re not interested in the God of the Old Testament.


Reading the Bible is nourishing


Bible reading feeds the soul in a way that is widely experienced as different in quality from the nourishment we get from reading other kinds of books, even spiritual books, and from doing other kinds of activities, even religious practices. The Bible – a collection of sixty-six different books, several of them themselves containing material brought together over time – has been collected and shaped over thousands of years, not as an academic exercise but as the fruit of collective experience. These are the books, the stories, the poems and the memories that many people have experienced as nourishing in this soul-deep way. They’re not simply a list of beliefs about God that are meant to be agreed with. Some of them are stories, thought experiments or dreams that are meant to be troubling, unsettling, or even to make you angry. They are food for thought, in the deepest sense. Even if they seem odd, distant or troubling to us now, it is worth reading them and trying to discover what it is about them that has caught people’s imaginations and meant that these are the stories that couldn’t be left out.


Reading the Bible helps us to understand and appreciate our culture and history better


The Bible is foundational for so much of contemporary human culture that not knowing it well means we miss out. Vast amounts of art, literature and thought systems, from cultures around the world, are based on or make reference to stories, characters and debates from the Bible. If you don’t read the Bible for yourself it can be easy to miss these references and not realise some of their subtleties and implications. This is true not only of church culture and belief, but even for many aspects of the modern secular worldview, such as humanism, which are deeply rooted in Christian understanding even as they reject it.


Reading the Bible protects us from its misuse


Religion, like politics, is clearly not immune to being manipulated in the service of powerful interests. Reading the Bible and knowing the stories it contains helps us understand and appreciate the nuances of a lot of political and ethical debate. It helps us to be more alert to when people are using biblical references either ignorantly or dishonestly to manipulate public feeling.


Reading the Bible in many different ways is an essential part of the Christian tradition


For two thousand years Christians have read, discussed and thought about the biblical texts, while for many thousands of years more, Jews have read, discussed and thought about the Scriptures that we share. They have shown a remarkable variety of ways of reading and interpreting them that we tend to forget in our contemporary world, when we are too ready to consign everything that is pre-modern to a ‘primitive’ or ‘medieval’ past. I quite often come across people who assume that everyone before the Enlightenment read the Bible totally literally and assumed that every word of it was factually true. This is simply not the case, and it can be hugely illuminating to become aware of the many and varied ways that our ancestors understood, appreciated and used the biblical texts. Let’s know our own spiritual history, not make the mistake of despising it just because it is in the past.


The biblical texts themselves demonstrate and model many different ways of and reasons for reading other bits of itself


The Bible wasn’t written at one time, so when a later part of it was written, the writer(s) already knew about earlier parts and often refer to them, both implicitly and explicitly. The ways in which later books of the Bible quote, redefine and use parts of what was already considered Scripture demonstrates for us a range of approaches that the Bible itself considers legitimate and spiritually useful.


Playing and experimenting with reading the Bible are great ways to learn from experience


Human beings learn best by experimentation and by play. Learning is often equated nowadays with being ‘academic’, but you only have to watch small children playing for a short while to appreciate just how much the human mind constantly seeks out and desires to make new connections and to learn from new experiences through playful experimentation. Small children learn by handling objects, putting them in their mouths, banging them together to see what happens, role playing different characters and making endless mistakes and discoveries. They learn language by being immersed in it, not by being taught it. And this is how we learn faith – by being immersed in it. We enter into its practices even when they are a mystery to us, and as we surround ourselves with the babble of religious language and concepts, some sort of sense begins to emerge, until we begin to try out the newly familiar words and concepts for ourselves. Reading the Bible, especially as part of a faith community becoming our playmates, is an immersive learning experience that continues to create us throughout our lives. Experimenting with reading it, playing with it, is the best way we know as humans to find our way around it and to inhabit it as our native language and culture.


Who am I?


But perhaps your question is rather different. Perhaps it’s more like the one that’s going round in my head as I write this: Who is she to tell me how to read the Bible? Or: Who am I to think I can read the Bible rather than just believe what those who know more than I do tell me it says?


These are questions well known to anyone audacious enough to think they might be able to add anything to people’s experience of the Bible. They go round in my head, and I guess the heads of all preachers, when we stand up to give a sermon in church on Sunday. They’re also questions that I know most of the people I read the Bible with struggle over, even when they’re just reading it for themselves. There is something about being confronted with a text that is labelled ‘holy’ and described as the Word of God, that is pretty paralysing. Who am I, we ask ourselves, to dare to have a view about this text that I’m reading?


So I want to answer this question in two parts: first I’ll give you my ‘credentials’, such as they are, for writing this book for you; and second, I’ll talk about why I think all of us, whoever we are, can dare to read the Bible and take seriously our own reactions, opinions and responses to what we read.


I’ve already mentioned that I’m a preacher. More specifically, I’m a priest in the Church of England, and Rector of three churches in Liverpool city centre. Before I came here to Liverpool, I was vicar of two churches in Durham, and worked in Durham University. I started my ministry in the city suburbs of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and I became a Christian while I was a student. All of which is to say that I’ve preached and read the Bible and practised Christianity in a wide variety of contexts and with a wide variety of people.


In my current parish context, we are trying to overturn the assumption that ‘the vicar knows best’. We explore the Bible together in services, where instead of sitting in rows listening to the experts, we sit in a circle to remind ourselves that every voice is welcome to contribute and is equal in esteem. In the Covid-19 pandemic, as I write this, we are meeting live on social media every morning to pray, to read through the Bible and discuss it in the comments. We are puzzling out together the passages that seem alien to our current experience, and marvelling at passages that might have seemed alien in the past but seem now to speak afresh. Yet I’m aware that many people feel underequipped to contribute on equal terms. People often ask me for books to read, for courses to study, for Bible classes online and in person, and for ways to find out more. This book is in part a response to that hunger for learning.


I’m also a historian. Before I was ordained, I carried out research and I’ve taught history both to undergraduates and for ordination and reader training courses in the Church of England. My particular interest is in medieval history, and I love exploring with people the riches of the medieval worldview and its approaches to faith. The central section of this book is a reflection of this, bringing to you the insights and complexities of some of the ways in which the Bible has been read historically, that have been mainly forgotten nowadays except by academic specialists.


In my personal life, I’m mum to three children and I’m passionate about ensuring that children and young people are taken seriously in the heart of church life. My approach to how we learn from experience is formed by my experiences as a mother as well as in universities and theological education. I’ve greatly enjoyed being trained in and delivering Godly Play and Messy Church, for adults as well as for children. While we were in Durham I worked with my eldest son, and later our local youth group, to explore different ways of praying, and we published these ideas and the young people’s responses in The Teenage Prayer Experiment Notebook. This has since become a family of books for different age groups, from children to adults. That experience of exploring prayer together, creatively and experientially, has been important for me in developing the ideas that have led to this book. I am more and more convinced that our faith is not something we primarily learn about; it’s something that we primarily experience. Or, to put it another way, I believe that we learn our faith best – as Jesus’ first disciples did – by entering into experience first. Defining what that experience ‘means’ is a secondary activity.


Which takes us on to our second question.


Who are you?


Reading any text is always something of a conversation between the author and the reader. This starts with what books we choose to read in the first place, deciding for ourselves – from the cover, blurb, recommendations and reviews, or from flicking through a few pages – whether this is a book that we want to allow to take up residence in our imaginations. I’m a complete wuss when it comes to violence and horror, for example, but I love classic crime fiction, so my decision-making when I pick up a new whodunnit is a complicated dance between everything from the typeface used for the title, to a quick Google of reviews, to decide whether I am going to enjoy the ride or have nightmares for weeks. We choose with care who we let into the intimate spaces of our living rooms, our beds and our brains.


But even when we have decided what to read, the act of reading itself is not simply a question of downloading the information contained between the covers of the book into our memory banks. Different people will bring different life experiences, questions and assumptions to any text. Whenever we say, on seeing a film or TV adaptation of a favourite book, ‘But that character (or place, or tone of voice) is totally different from how I imagined them!’, we reveal that we have brought our own imagination to the reading of the book. The act of reading creates something new in our brains – our construction of the characters, scenes and emotions involved – that is a collaboration between the words on the page and our own character, experiences and context. This is true even if what we are reading involves less imagination (a textbook, perhaps, or an instruction manual for a new appliance). We make connections and leaps in logic as we read, because of our previous experience of the subject or of similar literature. It’s much easier to decipher the instructions on your second piece of flat-pack furniture than it was for your first.


Give two people the same novel, newspaper article or textbook chapter to read, and then ask them to summarise the key points, and you will never get exactly the same response. Each of us will notice different things in whatever we read. Something in the text might jump out at us because of a connection with a subject that is particularly important to us at the time, or because we have a particularly strong emotional response to it, or already know more about a particular subject. Reading is active, not passive: we cooperate with the author, or the text, to co-create a new reality out of what both parties bring to the reading.


Is this true of the Bible as well? I think the answer has to be yes, because this is what happens when we read anything. Just as Jesus was received very differently by the different people he encountered in his lifetime – some became his disciples, some wanted to kill him or run him out of town – the various biblical texts are received and heard differently by different people. I don’t think it’s possible to read anything – or indeed meet anyone – and for this not to happen.


This is not to suggest, of course, that the Bible can say whatever you want it to say. It’s not that we just find in its pages what we want to see. A conversation always has two or more partners, and not necessarily equal ones. The words on the page matter and our response is to those words, not to a random collection of letters. When we read the Bible, we read the actual text, and our reading is a collaboration with God in bringing our own experiences and contexts into conversation with the text.


Furthermore, the act of reading is never neutral. Do you remember writing up scientific experiments in school, and having to describe everything you did in the third person and passively, as if the experiment had taken place without being touched by human hand (‘A test tube was heated’ rather than ‘I heated a test tube’, etc.)? In the Western academic tradition, we have built up a myth of the impartial observer whose reading and experience is taken to be normative. More recently, this has begun to be critiqued; we have become more aware that the supposedly ‘neutral’ experience is almost always, in fact, assumed to be a male one. It is, moreover, taken for granted that the said male is white, socially privileged, educated, physically mature and healthy, neurotypical, straight, cisgendered ... the list goes on. Until very recently this tacit bias wasn’t even questioned, but simply assumed and still is, very often. Fiction is labelled as ‘women’s’ fiction or ‘gay’ fiction or ‘black’ fiction ... or simply ‘fiction’. No bookshop that I’ve ever seen has a shelf labelled ‘straight white male fiction’ because that’s just the norm. Similarly, it’s only recently that we have become more aware of how much certain attitudes have been taken for granted in reading the Bible. This isn’t to say that such attitudes are wrong (there’s nothing wrong with being an educated white straight man), but it is important for us to be aware that that set of experiences is not universal; nor should it be considered as normative or be privileged above other perspectives.


So it is important to be conscious of who you are, and what you bring to your reading. Indeed, who you are is what you bring to your reading – and means that your act of reading is important and valid. If you believe, as I do, that God made you and loves you and wants a relationship with you, then take that idea a step further, and realise that a relationship is inevitably different with each person. You being you doesn’t change God, but it does mean that the relationship you have with God will be different from the one I have.


There are technical pieces of knowledge about the Bible that are helpful to have for some types of reading, and we’ll look at several throughout this book. For much of it, though, the emphasis is on noticing how you – and I mean you, not a fictional bland objective observer – respond to the text. Because it is in that conversation, that connection, between you and your reality and the reality of the text, that reading happens.


And if this all seems worryingly heretical to you, then I invite you to begin with the first section of this book. This looks at some of the many ways that the Scriptures themselves model and demonstrate different ways of reading the Bible, several of which are clear that the hearer brings something to the story.


Scripture, tradition, reason


This book is divided into three sections, introducing insights and ideas from Scripture, tradition and reason. It’s been common in the Anglican tradition to think of these three as the three legs of a stool, supporting and upholding a stable, balanced theology and spirituality. This idea was first clearly articulated by the Elizabethan theologian Richard Hooker, and was popularised in the ecumenical debates of the nineteenth century. At that point, the Church of England, and the other members of the family of churches that it had established throughout the then British Empire, were trying to put into words what was distinctive about Anglicanism as compared to, say, Roman Catholicism or Methodism. The stool idea encapsulated their view that the Anglican Church had a particular stability and structural strength. At the same time, notice the implicit accusation that all other churches were unbalanced! This is a complex image that has considerable overtones of imperialism and arrogance despite its apparent humility and simplicity. Using it while bearing this history in mind shows something of how we can handle the historical complexity of the Bible itself.


The idea is that Scripture (what’s written in the Bible), tradition (what’s been taught by the Church) and reason (what we can work out by our own rational thought processes from observing the world) are the three sources of authority in determining what is to be believed. In Methodism, this idea is expanded into the ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral’ which adds the fourth category of ‘experience’ as an additional source of authority. As I’ve said, we inevitably form our faith in the interaction between our experience and other sources of authority. So here, experience is what I hope you will bring to the conversation, with each of these three dialogue partners in turn.


The first section consists of ways of reading the Bible that are demonstrated or suggested in the Bible itself. Thinking of this as an exercise in nourishment, a book about how to eat healthily and well from the Bible, these ideas are ‘from the store cupboard’. That is to say, they are made with ingredients we already have to hand, but which have perhaps ended up at the back of the cupboard unused for years. We often have a rather one-dimensional view of the Bible, and of how it was itself viewed by those who are either depicted in it, or were active participants in writing, transmitting or shaping it. This section uncovers several different ways in which the biblical texts themselves approach and use other biblical texts.
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