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Deep Church as Paradosis: On 
Relating Scripture and Tradition

Andrew Walker*

Introduction

There is a wind of change blowing through the evangelical 
world, carrying on its wings a new watchword, which is nei
ther 'renewal' nor 'revival', but retrieval. The fact of its newness, 
however, should not deceive us into thinking that it is the title 
of yet another transitory technique of pragmatism borne on the 
breezes of religious enthusiasm. Nor that it advertises an activ
ity that will lead to the sort of egregious but ephem-eral epipha
nies that periodically seem to float in the air to England across 
the Atlantic ocean. Paradoxically, what is new about this 
retrieval is that it is a quest for something old, and its modus 
operandi is not a technique, but a turning back (epistrophe).

Tradition and Traditions

This modus operandi, this act of turning, is what C.S. Lewis calls 
a 'regress'; not in the modern sense that we are retrogressing

* I would like to thank Mark Harris for his help in compiling the notes 
and bibliography for this essay and his work as a research assistant.
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or degenerating, but in the Latin sense of regressus -  of return
ing or going back to a former place. The purpose of going back 
is not one of antiquarian curiosity, but to retrieve something 
that we have lost in order to make the church vital again in the 
present. And the something that evangelicals have lost and 
need to retrieve, according to American Baptist theologian 
Daniel H. Williams, is tradition -  a view which he encapsulates 
in the title of his book Retrieving The Tradition and Renewing 
Evangelicalism: A Primer fo r  Suspicious Protestants)

To be sure, most of us are happy with and pride ourselves on 
our own denominational traditions or customs -  those things 
that mark us off and delineate us from each other. Examples are 
legion, but a few will suffice for our present purposes: the 
Salvation Army wear uniforms, wrap the coffins of their loved 
ones in the Salvation flag, and talk of heaven as being 'promo
ted to glory'. Pentecostals squeeze much of their theology into 
their choruses and sacred songs, which they learn by constant 
repetition and sing in contemporary style. Anglo-Catholic 
priests dress in the haute couture of Romanish vestments, tinkle 
their silvery bells at the consecration of the host, and are 
addressed as 'Father' by the faithful laity. The people in 
Russian Orthodox churches sing unaccompanied by any musi
cal instrument, stand rather than sit during the service, and kiss 
everything that moves or comes within their field of vision.

But Williams is not concerned with traditions such as these. 
To begin with, they are still with us, either as vestiges of a 
bygone age or still in full pomp and circumstance, so we can
not say that we have lost them. Furthermore, for many 
Protestant authorities such traditions fall into the category of 
what the Lutheran Reformation called adiaphora -  secondary 
matters or non-essential doctrines; literally in Greek, 'matters 
of indifference'. Anglican priest Richard Hooker appropriated 
this meaning, which he used to legitimate the continuation of 
some customs and liturgical rites from the days of Catholic 
hegemony in the high Middle Ages. In his Laws o f Ecclesiastical 
Polity he writes:

Lest therefore the name of tradition should be offensive to
any, considering how far by some it hath been and is abused,
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we mean by traditions, ordinances made in the prime of 
Christian religion, established with that authority which 
Christ has left to his Church for matters indifferent, and in 
that consideration requisite to be observed, till like authority 
see just and reasonable cause to alter them. So that traditions 
ecclesiastical are not rudely and in gross to be shaken off, 
because the inventors of them were men.2

However, to return to the tradition of which Williams speaks is 
to regress to the paradosis of the church -  that which in times 
past was believed to be the apostolic tradition of the New 
Testament, and which was handed on and jealously guarded 
by the community of faith: the church. These days, however, 
paradosis is almost exclusively defined in most theological dic
tionaries as the actual process of handing on or handing over 
the faith, rather than as a substantial, albeit static, body of doc
trines and practices or a fixed apostolic deposit of faith. 
Paradosis in Scripture, however, and for the fathers, as we shall 
see, is as much concerned with that which is handed on -  the 
content of tradition -  as it is with its transmission across the 
generations and down the ages.

Fr Georges Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky, the prominent 
Orthodox theologians of the Russian Diaspora, cross the 
boundaries of understanding paradosis as either static content 
or dynamic process, by describing tradition as a living reality 
infused with the Holy Spirit and encountered through wor
ship, rather than restrict it to an official list of approved doc
trines by the church authorities.3 Bishop Kallistos, in his entry 
on tradition in the Dictionary o f the Ecumenical Movement, calls 
this approach 'inclusive Tradition' (with a capital T): 'It desig
nates,' he says, 'the whole of Christian faith and practice -  not 
only doctrinal teaching but worship, norms of behaviour, liv
ing experience, sanctity -  as handed down within the church 
from Christ and the apostles to the present day. Understood in 
this comprehensive way, Tradition is not to be contrasted with 
Holy Scripture but seen as including it; Scripture exists within 
Tradition.'4

In practice, however, what the Orthodox usually call 'Holy 
Tradition' rather than 'inclusive Tradition' is not a seamless
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robe: it has layers of authority, or a taxis of truth -  a sliding scale, 
shall we say -  beginning with what we might call the dogmatic 
truths of revelation attested in Scripture by the apostolic witness 
and distilled in the formularies of the Niceno-Constantinopoli- 
tan Creed of AD 381 . Moving down the scale, we find theologu- 
mena -  not self-evident truths of revelation, yet matters of great 
theological weight and seriousness, in which appeal to Scripture 
is normative though with some leeway for disagreement; good 
examples would be the question of understanding in what way 
human beings are tainted (or perhaps not) by original sin, and 
the Christological question of whether the Son of God incarnate 
inhabited sinful flesh. Lower still down the scale, we come 
across what we might call 'pious opinion' -  speculative or pop
ular beliefs or practices, supported by the church fathers or their 
successors, but not necessarily warranted in Scripture; the Feast 
of the Dormition of the Theotokos, Mary the 'mother of God', 
would be a classic example. If we slip down even further to adi- 
aphora -  matters of minor significance, such as the tradition that 
monks should wear beards -  we soon end at the bottom with 
mere private opinion, which has no ecclesial authority at all.

These distinctions within Holy Tradition are by no means 
universally accepted within the Orthodox Church. Fr Levi 
Gillet, for example, suggests a slightly different scale: 'first, the 
word of God laid down in the Holy Scripture; secondly, the 
definitions of the Councils . . . thirdly, the liturgical texts; and, 
lastly, the writings of the Fathers'.5

These gradations, however, while perhaps offering a rubric 
of doctrinal distinction that merits ecumenical attention, are not 
germane to Williams' argument. What Williams is primarily 
concerned with is the retrieval of paradosis as the dogmatic core 
of the Christian faith. He believes it has been misplaced or dis
placed in evangelical churches. His thesis is direct, blunt and 
challenging. He claims in Retrieving the Tradition that authentic 
evangelical faith may pride itself on being biblical, but biblical 
faith cannot be disentangled from the outworkings of the coun
cils, creeds and controversies of the early Christian centuries. 
For Williams, the Trinitarian and Christological affirmations of 
doctrine are not optional extras for Christians, or merely con
tingent historical beliefs: they are certainly not adiaphora, but on
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the contrary are integral to the Christian faith and found
ational for historic orthodoxy.

Williams, like David Bebbington, the English historian, 
makes the case that evangelicalism is as much a child of the 
Enlightenment as it is a grandchild of the Reformation.6 
Consequently, there is a built-in bias towards individualism at 
the expense of community and tradition. This is exacerbated 
by evangelical missiology, which, being essentially activist, 
can be loosed from its moorings in ecclesiology and become 
something outside the church that takes on a life of its own. 
Another feature of evangelical faith, its experientialism, 
though positive in itself, at times cuts adrift and sails away 
from doctrine, contributing to an uninformed and undernour
ished faith. Evangelicals, Williams claims, suffer from 'theo
logical amnesia' and this not only robs them of their past, but 
it also destroys their sense of identity in the here and now.7

Williams is not a lone voice crying in the wilderness: he is 
singing in concert with a number of scholars who wish to 
recapture what the late Colin Gunton liked to call the 'classical 
tradition'. In the UK, a notable figure who has joined the cho
rus for retrieval is another Baptist, the Principal of Spurgeon's 
College, Nigel Wright, who argues for an embracing of the 
broad catholic tradition of historical orthodoxy.8 But the most 
influential scholars in tune with Williams in North America are 
both United Methodists, Thomas Oden and William Abraham.9

Abraham, in his book The Logic o f Renewal, argues that what 
is missing in the current theological climate is any sense of the 
significance and permanence of the canonical tradition for con
temporary Christianity.10 Following Florovsky, he interprets 
the great ecumenical councils of the first five centuries as 
charismatic events in the life of the church which are still oper
ative today through the Holy Spirit.11 Oden, in his book The 
Rebirth O f Orthodoxy: Signs o f New Life in Christianity,12 calls for 
a return to the patristic notion of 'the rule of faith', first devel
oped in embryo by Irenaeus in the second century and 
Tertullian in the third, but codified by Vincent of Lerins in the 
fifth as the faith of the Catholic Church quod ubique, quod sem
per, quod ab omnibus creditum est (that which has been believed 
everywhere always, and by all).13
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What makes Williams stand out from his fellow travellers in 
the USA and elsewhere in seeking to retrieve tradition is that 
he is a self-confessed 'true son of the Protestant Reformation'.14 
In this respect, unlike Abraham who is virtually Eastern 
Orthodox in his ontology and epistemology, or Oden who 
writes more in the tenor of the Anglican via media than the 
denunciatory tones of Luther, Williams is a flag-waving stan
dard-bearer for sola scriptura.

Thus Williams' role in retrieving tradition for the contem
porary church is a crucial one for those evangelicals who are 
afraid that this new direction, this turning round, amounts to 
selling Scripture down the river. What is fresh and helpful 
about Williams' approach is that he offers a way for evangeli
cals to engage in the debate about tradition without repudiat
ing the scriptural principles of the Reformation (which is not 
to say that they are not open to serious critique). Williams' 
strategy, which we share in this paper, is to take the debate out 
of the polemical and schismatic hothouse of the Protestant 
Reformation and Catholic Counter-Reformation, where for 
many Protestants -  then and now -  it is actually a debate about 
Scripture versus tradition, and relocate it in the early Christian 
centuries where such an opposition did not yet exist.

And what we find when we join Williams and turn back to 
those nascent years, is that there is something consistent and 
coherent emerging that we can rightly identify with Vincent of 
Lerins as the 'rule of faith'. This rule was predicated on three 
tests of orthodoxy: universitas, antiquitas and consensio, all of 
which were necessary for the confident affirmation of ortho
doxy but none of which were sufficient tests on their own.15 
Thus, even if the faith of the church was celebrated throughout 
the whole world, if it did not go back to the apostles, it was not 
the faith of the Catholic Church. And if there was a consensus 
of faith and it could not be traced back to apostolic origins nei
ther was this the true faith. But even a faith that can be traced 
back to early times, yet did not merit what Florovsky calls 'a 
comprehensive consensus of the "ancients"'16 could not be 
counted as the one true faith either.

What can be said to constitute tradition, and whether 
Scripture and tradition can be said to cohere together as
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paradosis, will be the main focus of the rest of this paper. Our 
approach will be to see what Scripture itself has to say about 
tradition, and then move on to how it was received and inter
preted by the fathers. Following a very brief foray into post- 
Reformation theology, we will conclude that deep church is 
itself a recovering church, both in the sense that it is recover
ing paradosis and that it is recovering from its amnesia through 
paradosis.

Paradosis in Scripture and the Early Church

The language of tradition in the New Testament is encapsu
lated both by the noun paradosis itself (and its verb equivalent 
paradidomi) and by related concepts to do with handing on and 
receiving (such as paralamband -  to take; or to receive some
thing transmitted). The double meaning of paradosis as both (a) 
the dogmatic or apostolic content and (b) the dynamic process 
of passing that content on is not an interpolation of the fathers 
into the biblical text. It is there in the text such that we can see 
it for ourselves. Paul uses the word paradosis itself five times in 
his epistles. One is a negative reference to human tradition in 
his letter to the Colossians, where he says, 'See to it that no one 
takes you captive . . . according to human tradition' (Col. 2:8). 
Another is where he tells of his zeal in following the traditions 
of his ancestors, before he received the revelation of Jesus (Gal. 
1:14). And the remaining three references are all endorsements 
of paradosis, and they are to be found in 1 Corinthians 11:2; 2 
Thessalonians 2:15 and 3:6.

As an aside, it is worth mentioning that one might not notice 
this if one read the New International Version -  the text 
favoured by the majority of contemporary evangelicals -  for it 
will not countenance the positive use of the word 'tradition' at 
all. Thus, while the translators rightly translate paradosis as 
'tradition' when Paul uses it disparagingly in Colossians 2:8 
and neutrally or negatively in Galatians 1:14, for all the posi
tive uses we are offered a suitably safe Protestant euphemism 
of 'teachings' -  a rendering of the Greek for which there is no 
excuse. There are two clear words for 'teaching' in the Greek of
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the New Testament: didache and didaskalia, neither of which are 
used here. By contrast, the other major modern translations, 
the RSV, NRSV, NEB, r e b , n a b , n jb , n k jv  and n a s b , all translate 
paradosis plainly as 'tradition'.

If we look at tradition in the first sense of embodying apostolic 
content, we can see it used by Paul in this way in 2 
Thessalonians 2:15: 'Stand firm and hold fast to the traditions 
[paradosis] that you were taught by us, either by word of mouth 
or by our letter.'17 (We note here, too, that this content may 
have been delivered orally or by letter.) Or again, in 1 
Corinthians 11:2 Paul writes: 'I commend you because you 
remember me in everything and maintain the traditions [para
dosis] just as I handed them on [paradidomi] to you.' Here Paul 
uses both the noun and the verb form together, the content and 
the process of tradition -  'I handed on the handed-on-things', 
or 'I traditioned the traditions to you.' In 2 Thessalonians 3:6, 
Paul charges: 'Now we command you, brothers, in the name of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, to keep away from every brother who is 
living in idleness and not according to the tradition [paradosis] 
that they received [paralambano] from us.' This last reference 
links us to the next by its use of paralambano to talk about the 
element of receiving that which has been handed on.

If we now turn to the second sense of paradosis as the process by 
which it is handed on, this too is used by Paul. We saw above how 
he does this in 1 Corinthians 11:2; again in Philippians 4:9 he 
writes, 'Keep on doing the things that you have learned and 
received [paralambano] and heard and seen in me, and the God of 
peace will be with you.' But this sense of paradosis also appears 
in the Gospels. Luke writes in the introduction to his gospel 
(1:1-2), 'Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly 
account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as 
they were handed on [paradidomi] to us by those who from the 
beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.' Paul, 
again, in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4 says, 'For I handed on [paradidomi] 
to you as of first importance what I in turn had received [par- 
alamband]: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the 
scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the 
third day in accordance with the scriptures.' 2 Timothy 2:2 has 
Paul using a related notion of paradosis: 'and what you have
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heard from me through many witnesses entrust [paratithemi] to 
faithful people who will be able to teach others as well'.

1 Corinthians 11:23 is perhaps the most significant New 
Testament text on paradosis either as content or process, for it is 
linked with the centrality of the Eucharist for Christian experi
ence. Paul says, 'For I received [paralamband] from the Lord 
what I also handed on [paradidomi\ to you', here again using 
the verb equivalent of the noun paradosis. Paul then begins the 
solemn words of commemoration of and participation in the 
paschal meal, 'that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was 
betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, 
he broke it and said, "This is my body . . .'" (vv. 23-24).

What links these scriptural quotations is not their mode of 
communication, as paradosis is both oral and written testimony 
(as we saw in 2 Thes. 2:15); rather, what binds them together is 
the authenticity of their apostolic origin. The apostolic faith 
itself derives its authority directly from the Lord Jesus Christ 
who is not only the source of the tradition but also its content. 
In 2 Corinthians 1:20 we read, 'For in him [Jesus] every one of 
God's promises is a "Yes."' 2 Corinthians 4:5-6 tells us, 'For we 
do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord 
and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus' sake. For it is the God 
who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," who has shone in 
our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of 
God in the face of Jesus Christ.'

When we move from the New Testament record of the apos
tolic faith as tradition and look at the patristic understanding 
of paradosis, we note that what matters above all to the early 
fathers is that they are in the apostolic tradition. One of 
Athanasius' most successful arguments against Arius at the 
Council of Nicaea, a d  325 , for example, was that the pres
byter's doctrine refuting the eternal generation of Christ -  
'there was when he was not' -  was an innovation and could 
not be found in the apostles or their successors in the first and 
second centuries.18 If we were to apply Vincent's three tests of 
faith, universitas, antiquitas and consensio to Arianism, it fails on 
all three counts.

However, as early as the second century a distinction began to 
emerge in the discourse on apostolic faith, which increasingly
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defined tradition as that which is oral, and Scripture as that 
which is written. Initially, the distinction was simply to differen
tiate the different modes of communication of the one true apos
tolic faith (paradosis), but in time Scripture was privileged over 
tradition or, as we shall argue, a better way to characterise the 
distinction is to say that the two modes eventually were under
stood to perform different but complementary functions.

The first major authority in which these distinctions are 
clearly operative is Irenaeus of Lyon (c. ad 130-200 ). A long 
quotation from Adversus Haereses (Against Heresies) highlights 
his 'high view' of the status of oral tradition. He says of the 
Gnostics and their claim to a 'purer truth' independent of 
apostolic tradition:

But when on our side we challenge them by an appeal to that 
tradition which derives from the Apostles, and which is pre
served in the churches by the successions of presbyters, then 
they oppose tradition, claiming to be wiser not only than the 
presbyters but even than the Apostles, and to have discov
ered the truth undefiled. (3.2.2)

Those who wish to see the truth can observe in every church 
the tradition of the Apostles made manifest in the whole 
world. We can enumerate those who were appointed bish
ops in the churches by the Apostles, and their successors 
down to our own day. They never taught and never knew of 
such absurdities as those heretics produce . . .

But it would be excessively tedious, in a book of this kind, 
to give detailed lists of the successions in all the churches. 
Therefore we will refute [the Gnostics] . . .  by pointing to the 
tradition of the greatest and oldest church, a church known 
to all men, which was founded and established at Rome by 
the most renowned Apostles Peter and Paul. This tradition 
the church has from the Apostles, and this faith has been pro
claimed to all men, and has come down to our own day 
through the succession . . . (3.3.1—2)19

By contrast, a short and succinct quotation from the same 
document highlights the double authority of Scripture and
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tradition: 'It comes to this, therefore, that these men do now 
consent neither to Scripture nor to tradition' (3:2:2).20 For 
Irenaeus, then, tradition is delineated from Scripture by its 
mode of operation. In short, to repeat ourselves, while both 
modes of communication are apostolic, Scripture is written 
and tradition is oral.

From the second century onwards in what, after all, was an 
essentially oral culture, apostolic faith was defended and sup
ported as both oral tradition and written Scripture. Examples of 
this universal acceptance of the two paths of apostolic faith are 
numerous. In the second and third century, for example, we can 
move from Tertullian (c. AD 155-220 ) in the West who argued 
that 'Our appeal [against heretics], therefore, must not be made 
to the Scriptures',21 to the mid-fourth century of Cyril of 
Jerusalem in the East who cautions, 'But in learning the faith 
and in professing it, acquire and keep that only, which is now 
delivered to thee by the church, and which has been built up 
strongly out of all the Scriptures.'22 And, around the same time, 
from that doughty campaigner of orthodoxy, Athanasius, we 
read his quotation of the words of Anthony: 'Therefore, keep 
yourselves clean from these [the Arians] and watch over the tra
dition of the Fathers, and, above all, the orthodox faith in our 
Lord Jesus Christ, as you have learned it from the Scriptures and 
as you have often been put in mind of by me.'23 If we move for
ward to the end of the fourth century, evidence from two of the 
Cappadocian fathers and the lesser known Epiphanius of 
Salamis seems to suggest on a first reading that oral tradition 
was considered equal in stature to written Scripture. Epiphanius 
tells us, for example, that 'tradition must be used too, for not 
everything is available from the sacred Scripture. Thus the holy 
apostles handed some things down in Scriptures but some in 
traditions.'24 And Gregory Nazianzus, writing concerning the 
innovations in doctrine of Appolinarius and his followers, 
insists, 'Our faith has been proclaimed both in written and in 
unwritten form, here and in distant parts, in danger and in secu
rity. Why then do some men attempt such innovations, while 
others remain peaceful?'25 And most emphatically Basil demon
strates that part of the living tradition of the apostles that had 
been handed on was self-evidently not to be found in Scripture:
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Of the beliefs and practices preserved in the church . . .  we 
have some derived from written teaching; others we have 
received as delivered to us 'in a mystery' [here Basil means 
the sacraments or the holy mysteries (mysterion), not secret 
doctrines] from the tradition of the Apostles; and both clas
ses have the same force, for true piety. No one will dispute 
these; no one, at any rate, who has even the slightest experi
ence of the institutions of the church. If we tried to depreciate 
the customs lacking within authority, on the ground that they 
have but little validity, we should find ourselves unwittingly 
inflicting vital injury on the gospel: or rather reducing official 
definition to a mere form of words.26

But lest we be guilty of quoting too much from Eastern the
ologians let us end this section with a quote from the defining 
father of Western tradition, Augustine of Hippo (writing here 
c. a d  400 ):

As to those other things which we hold on the authority, not 
of Scripture, but of tradition, and which are observed 
throughout the whole world, it may be understood that they 
are held as approved and instituted either by the apostles 
themselves, or by plenary Councils, whose authority in the 
Church is most useful.27

It is time for a recapitulation in our attempt to make sense of 
paradosis as the apostolic faith handed on both in Scripture and 
oral tradition. The issue at stake for the fathers from the begin
ning of the apologetic century was never Scripture versus tra
dition, or writing versus orality, but the desire to be faithful to 
the apostolic witness.

We cannot, however, ignore the probability that from the late 
first or early second century of the common era, and certainly 
from the end of the fourth century, tradition and Scripture did 
not, despite the rhetoric, cohere as equal authorities in the para
dosis of the church. Scripture was without doubt by far the most 
senior partner in this relationship. Bishop Kallistos, in his entry 
in the Dictionary o f the Ecumenical Movement, 'Tradition and 
Traditions', referred to above, highlights this by concentrating
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on Basil.28 For while the Cappadocian father, as we have seen, 
asserted the legitimacy of oral tradition alongside the text of 
Scripture, in fact the apostolic oral tradition that he invokes is 
not of the same order as the foundational truths of salvation 
distilled in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of AD 381, nor 
of the apostolic kerygma of Holy Writ. When we actually exam
ine the list of oral traditions which Basil believes to be apostolic 
though not mentioned in Scripture, we find such things as the 
sign of the cross, blessing those to be baptised or the water in 
which they are baptised, turning to the east during prayer, the 
epiclesis invoked over the holy gifts at the Eucharist, and the 
threefold immersion in baptism. For Basil, therefore, unwritten 
tradition although apostolic in origin and thus to be embraced 
is not revelatory truth but sanctioned and sanctified custom.29

Furthermore, by the end of the fourth century it was clearly no 
longer possible to claim that anyone knew the apostles, as 
Ignatius of Antioch (d. c. a d  110 ) probably had in the first cen
tury. Nor could anyone say, as Irenaeus was able to of his teacher, 
Polycarp, in the second century, that they knew someone who 
knew one of the twelve apostles or Paul. The demise of personal 
knowledge of the apostolic generation meant that oral tradition 
began to lose its allure and even its status as paradosis. It cannot 
be said, therefore, that the consensus fidelium  of the church, East 
and West, at this time taught that oral tradition was a source of 
revelation (as the Council of Trent affirmed in 1546). Whereas it 
could be said of paradosis that while it began as the living oral tra
dition of the church rather than as text (as the church chronolog
ically preceded the Bible), it was inconceivable, once the texts of 
Scripture became available, that the apostolic kerygma could 
stand alone as tradition without biblical warrant.

We can also claim that although the final canon of Scripture 
(based largely on Athanasius' list) was not ratified until the 
end of the fourth century, many of the written documents in 
circulation in the first three Christian centuries were from their 
inception treated as sacred texts as, of course, were the books 
of the Jewish Old Testament. At the Council of Nicaea in a d  

325 , for example, the four gospels were laid out in front of the 
Emperor Constantine and the senior bishops as the highest 
court of appeal for the test of orthodoxy.
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The fact that the fathers had Scripture on their minds and in 
their hearts is nowhere more clearly demonstrated than in the 
creeds and councils of the early church. Williams is right about 
that: they cannot be seen, therefore, as merely contingent (and 
hence optional) historical findings extrinsic to Scripture for 
Scripture is intrinsic to them. Indeed what Williams, Oden and 
Abraham are saying to their evangelical audience is: embrace 
the historic orthodoxy of the councils, creeds and writings of 
the fathers precisely because they are scriptural (though some 
might want to temper this endorsement by saying 'embrace 
them in so far as they are scriptural').

By the end of the fifth century, after the ecumenical triumph 
of the Council of Chalcedon in 451, and following Vincent's 
codification of the 'rule of faith', tradition was no longer iden
tified, as it was by Irenaeus in the second century, as orality 
and distinguished from the Bible merely by manuscription, for 
it had become tied-up and tied-in with Scripture in such a way 
that it is more helpful to see them in symbiotic terms: Scripture 
in a sense is affirmed, sustained and unfolded by tradition, but 
tradition is illuminated, judged and controlled by Scripture. 
Together they are the content of faith: paradosis.

Paradosis as the dynamic process of handing on the deposit 
of faith was primarily seen by the fathers of the fifth century as 
a function of the church. As early as the edict of toleration in 
313 and the following Constantinian settlement, the church 
had emerged as the official guardian of the faith, which carried 
with it not only a positive message of 'rightly discerning the 
truth' but also negative connotations of power-broking and 
authoritarian control.

Because of this negativity, Williams thinks that the Radical 
Reformers and their successors misread the significance of the 
accord between church and state.30 Undoubtedly the church 
empirical stumbled and fell, but the radicals read it as a spiri
tual fall: a descent into apostasy. Christ, however, told the dis
ciples that the gates of hell shall not prevail against the church 
(Mt. 15:18), and the church elsewhere in Scripture is described 
by Paul as 'the pillar and foundation of the truth' (1 Tim. 3:15 
Niv). That the church was also the vehicle for passing on that 
truth was taken for granted by the fathers. It simply makes no
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sense to view the church as a value-free or morally neutral 
conductor of the apostolic faith, like a conveyor belt moving 
the gospel on from place to place: it has to be seen as the inter
pretative carrier handing on, through its liturgy, piety, monas
tic spirituality, and yes I am afraid we have to mention this -  
its magisterium -  the faith 'once for all delivered to the saints'.

I think Georges Florovsky's view on the relationship 
between church as the carrier of Scripture (paradosis as process) 
and tradition (paradosis as content) by the time of Vincent is 
insightful. In his seminal article on 'The Function of Tradition 
in the Ancient Church',31 he argues on the one hand that 
Vincent reflects the consensus fidelium  of the Patristic age when 
he declared that the apostolic faith was authorised by and con
tained in the 'perfect' and 'self sufficient' rule or canon of 
Scripture. On the other hand, his high view of the church 
which echoes Augustine's confession, 'Indeed, I should not 
have believed the gospel, if the authority of the Catholic 
Church had not moved me',32 is vital to his understanding of 
the preservation and continuation of the rule of faith. For it 
was not only the Protestant Reformation that raised the ques
tion of the relationship between Scripture and private inter
pretations. In the early church heretics were seen as those 
holding private opinions inimical to the commonwealth of 
faith. The apostle Peter raises the issue himself in his second 
letter where he tells the faithful, 'no matter of prophecy in 
scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation' (2 Pet. 1:20). 
And he goes on to warn that there would be false teachers 
among them (2 Pet. 2:1). And he was right. Marcion, for exam
ple, in the second century denied the validity of the Old 
Testament as Scripture, and Ebionites, Sabellians, Arians and 
Gnostics all quoted Scripture to support their positions. 
Tertullian refused to debate with heretics on the ground that 
the Scriptures were not theirs to interpret, for they belonged to 
the church that was the guardian of the deposit of faith.33

Florovsky thinks that Vincent followed Hilary of Poitiers, 
the great Western theologian of the fourth century, when he 
said of the Scriptures that they must not only be read but must 
also be understood.34 By itself Tradition for Vincent, says 
Florovsky, added nothing to the revelation of God in Christ as



handed down by the apostles and attested to in Scripture, but 
it did provide, through ecclesiastical guardianship of and 
faithful adherence to the apostles' teaching, the medium which 
alone could properly expound and interpret Scripture. 
Tradition, for Vincent, says Florovsky, is 'Scripture rightly 
understood.'35

Paradosis from the Reform ation to the 
Present Day

If we briefly move our discussion of paradosis forward from the 
fathers to the Protestant Reformation, what we find is not a 
rejection of tradition per se but an attempt to curtail the power 
of the magisterium as it had developed in the West, where 
supreme authority in the church had become invested in the 
pope. The Magisterial Reformers felt the way ahead was for 
the church as the harbinger of tradition to be subjected to the 
sovereignty of Scripture.

In itself, as we have seen, this was a perfectly patristic way 
of doing things, were it not for the humanist tendency (did it 
sneak in from the Renaissance via Erasmus?)36 to abrogate the 
authority of the church as vehicle or carrier (paradosis as 
process) of the 'rule of faith' (paradosis as content) to the con
science of autonomous individuals. This tendency ran the risk 
of making every man his own pope, and in so doing opened 
the door to theological pluralism.

Nevertheless, while the iconoclastic energy of the 
Reformation arguably ran out of control, it would be quite 
wrong to accuse the Reformers of rejecting the tradition of the 
early church out of hand; for despite the rallying cry of sola 
scriptura, sola fidei, they accepted the consensus fidelium  of the 
first few centuries up to and including Vincent, neither deny
ing the efficacy nor the legitimacy of the first four great ecu
menical councils nor the three historic creeds.

They did this not because they saw these as adiaphora -  
things that did not matter one way or the other -  but because 
they believed the Christological and Trinitarian doctrines to be 
grounded in, consonant with, or derived from Holy Scripture.
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On the very same grounds, in 1869 Charles Hodge, the great 
Princeton systematic theologian, was able to write in his letter 
to Pope Pius IX turning down his invitation to be an observer 
at the First Vatican Council, 'We regard all the doctrinal deci
sions of the first six ecumenical councils to be consistent with 
the word of God, and because of that consistency, we receive 
them as expressions of faith.'37

Again, in the same vein, his successor at Princeton, B.B. 
Warfield, could write:

The term 'Trinity' is not a Biblical term, and we are not using 
Biblical language when we define what is expressed by it as 
the doctrine that there is one and only true God, but in the 
unity of the Godhead there are three coeternal and coequal 
Persons, the same in substance but distinct in subsistence. A 
doctrine so defined can be spoken of as a Biblical doctrine 
only on the principle that the sense of Scripture is Scripture. 
And the definition of a Biblical doctrine in such unbiblical 
language can be justified only on the principle that it is bet
ter to preserve the truth of Scripture than the words of 
Scripture. The doctrine of the Trinity lies in Scripture in solu
tion; when it is crystallized from its solvent it does not cease 
to be Scriptural, but only comes into dearer view.38

What is remarkable about this statement is that it is the same 
argument used by Athanasius to justify the insertion of homo- 
ousion into the Nicean Creed, and the same argument, in fact, 
with which the fathers argued for the creed in the first place.

Conclusion

Although Brueggemann coined the phrase 'gospel amnesia' to 
describe the modernist turn in the church,39 Williams has 
demonstrated that forgetfulness is not only a problem for lib
erals: it remains a difficulty for many committed Christians 
who have little knowledge or experience of the paradosis of the 
church. Like an orphan who does not know her family history, 
Christians are bereft of their past and are the poorer for it.
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But we should celebrate what Williams has achieved: along 
with an emerging and expanding fellowship of open evangel
icals, he has helped set the agenda for a deep church through 
reclaiming and re-engaging with paradosis, and has done this 
without abandoning a high view of Scripture or capitulating to 
traditionalism. There remain many unresolved issues on this 
agenda: to raise the status of tradition above the level of cus
tom and adiaphora, even if it is only to act as a buttress to 
Scripture, inevitably raises unresolved questions of the criteria 
for defining the relationship between tradition and Scripture. 
Tradition cannot solely be defined as Florovsky put it, as 
'Scripture rightly understood', but I think his idea flags the big 
question that Williams does not really face. And that is: What 
is the church? It is clear that we cannot have a definition of 
paradosis as handing on the tradition unless we see the church 
in a more positive light. And if Basil and Irenaeus were not 
wrong in understanding that the church hands on its treasures 
through its rites and practices, sacraments and pastoral care, as 
well as creeds, decrees of ecumenical councils and Holy 
Scripture, how can we determine which rites and customs are 
the most appropriate for this transmission of faith? This is no 
small matter; for the apostolic faith to be a living one it has not 
only to be retrieved, it also needs to be reactivated and 
received. This requires a living tradition of worship, disciple- 
ship and service. Living tradition is the provision of the spiri
tual environment without which the Bible cannot flourish as 
Scripture. For Florovsky, ironically, the long-term consequence 
of the Protestant Reformation when, as he saw it, the Bible was 
uncoupled from tradition, is not the demise of tradition but, 
alas, 'the loss of the scriptural mind'.40
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Reading Scripture In Congregations: 
Towards an Ordinary Hermeneutics

Andrew Rogers

Introduction

How can a church that wishes to engage with, but not capitu
late to postmodernity, hear God's address through Scripture?1 
I explore this hermeneutical question by sketching the shape of 
an 'ordinary hermeneutics' and its mediation, drawing on my 
ethnographic research within a charismatic evangelical 
church. By 'ordinary' I mean the vast majority of Bible readers 
within churches, that is, those who have little or no formal the
ological education2 -  a group largely ignored in traditional aca
demic writing. 'M ediation' refers to the way in which 
hermeneutics is passed on and acquired through mediators 
such as books, sermons, friends, courses etc. An evangelical 
congregation provides a particularly telling case for ordinary 
hermeneutics given the Bible's importance for that tradition.3 
After briefly introducing hermeneutics in its academic form by 
way of comparison, the subsequent assessment of ordinary 
hermeneutics in a particular congregation forms the basis of a 
discussion of the relationship between a vision of deep church 
and the normative reading of Scripture.

A starting point for the definition of hermeneutics is 'the sci
ence and art of interpretation'.4 Hermeneutics is not simply a
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synonym for  interpretation, however, and is also more than 
the traditional conception of formulating principles for ensur
ing accurate understanding of texts. Rather than this one-sided 
conception of hermeneutics, the more recent sense recognises 
that 'historical conditioning is two-sided: the modern interpreter, 
no less than the text, stands in a given historical context and tradi
tion'.5 Understanding comes from 'fusing'6 the horizons of 
reader and text, not through adopting a supposed 'neutrality' 
as has been advocated in modern biblical criticism, nor 
through 'the extinction of one's self'.7 Rather fusion takes place 
through the interrogation of each horizon by the other, 
through foregrounding the 'prejudices' of each horizon.8 An 
initial distancing of the text and interpreter is vital for the oth
erness, the 'indissoluble individuality'9 of each horizon to be 
established -  otherwise what Anthony Thiselton calls 'prema
ture horizon assimilation' will occur,10 with which his critique 
below takes particular issue. 'The important thing', says 
Gadamer, 'is to be aware of one's own bias, so that the text can 
be present in all its otherness and thus assert its own truth 
against one's own fore-meanings.'11

In summarising the wide range of academic biblical 
hermeneutics, one helpful typology speaks of models which 
are either operative behind the text, or within the text, or in 
front of the text. This corresponds to an emphasis on the 
author, the text and the reader respectively, which also follows 
the development of academic biblical hermeneutics since the 
eighteenth century. The historical critical method, the so-called 
'higher criticism', aimed for a 'scientific' reconstruction of the 
world behind the text, claiming to deliver objectively what the 
text meant. Ironically historical criticism lacked self-conscious
ness of its own historical conditioning given its modernist pre
suppositions, one of which was an effective denial of divine 
agency. In Walter Brueggemann's words, 'historical criticism is 
our particular practice of modernity'.12 Later developments of 
historical criticism which use similar tools without accepting 
such presuppositions have been dubbed 'believing criticism', 
with some scholars preferring to speak of the grammatico- 
historical method.13 Within-the-text models were a move to an 
emphasis on the text itself, which prioritises the dynamics of
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the final form of the text, through literary critical approaches 
such as narrative criticism. The importance of such a move 
was highlighted by C.S. Lewis, when he wryly observed that 
claims to 'read between the lines' are suspect if there is an 
'inability to read the lines themselves'.14 Models in front of the 
text include reader-response models, and specific ideological 
approaches, such as liberation, feminist and post-colonial 
readings of the Bible. The current postmodern milieu has wit
nessed a proliferation of hermeneutical models, leading to a 
radical hermeneutical pluralism of which some scholars are 
wary, preferring at least a critical pluralism which provides 
some limitations to the domain of meaning for the text.15 
Having briefly outlined academic hermeneutics, I now con
sider the shape of hermeneutics in the church, particularly as 
practised by the ordinary reader.

H erm eneutics in the Church

It is not uncommon to read criticisms of hermeneutics in the 
church by academic theologians. Thiselton provides this sus
tained example, elements of which are echoed by many:

Within the Christian community the reading of the biblical 
texts often takes [an] uneventful and bland form. For the 
nature of the reading-process is governed by horizons of 
expectation already pre-formed by the community of read
ers or by the individual. Preachers often draw from texts 
what they had already decided to say; congregations some
times look to biblical readings only to affirm the community- 
identity and life-style which they already enjoy. The biblical 
writings in such a situation become assimilated into the 
function of creeds: they become primarily institutional 
mechanisms to ensure continuity of corporate belief and 
identity.16

Three questions arise in response to this assessment of the 
Bible-in-the-church: (1) Is it really the case? and (2) If so, is it a 
problem? and (3) If it is a problem, what should be done about
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it? I will be addressing these questions throughout the rest of 
the chapter.

It is helpful to clarify what is meant when 'hermeneutics' is 
combined with a qualifying term -  in this case, ordinary 
hermeneutics. Such a qualifier implies that there is some 
distinctive feature of hermeneutical practice that can be identi
fied. The qualifier may designate a particular context, a spec
ific group, an attitude, an exegetical approach, or a goal 
-  although sometimes the particular dimension is not always 
made clear. Ecclesial hermeneutics is also such a qualified 
hermeneutics, and refers to hermeneutics that can be associ
ated with a particular Christian tradition or denomination. For 
example, it is recognised that charismatic17 and evangelical18 
hermeneutics are distinctive in some way. Ecclesial hermeneu
tics form an official layer of hermeneutical practice with which 
ordinary readers of the Bible interact. By their very nature, the 
hermeneutics of ordinary readers tend to be hidden from offi
cial accounts. They are the unofficial hermeneutical practice(s) 
of a congregation. These official and unofficial hermeneutics in 
a congregation provide a useful tension to inform reflection on 
how different churches read the Bible.19 Therefore I will pro
ceed with an official overview of a particular congregation, fol
lowed by ordinary and unofficial accounts.

City Reach Christian Fellowship20 (the Fellowship) is a 'new' 
church of about 230 members.21 It is in the charismatic evan
gelical tradition, with some links to emerging church initia
tives. The Fellowship is predominantly middle class, with a 
significant number of educated professionals, and located in 
an inner suburb of an English city. The congregation split from 
an established new church network (here known as Ekklesia) 
a few years ago, along with a number of other congregations. 
The identity of Ekklesia is still significant for the Fellowship, 
however, as one member of the leadership team said to me, 
'You can take the church out of [Ekklesia], but you can't take 
[Ekklesia] out of the church.' Ekklesia has been an influential 
church within evangelicalism, particularly at a national level, 
producing a number of key leaders. The leader and founder of 
Ekklesia, L, is a charismatic leader (in both senses) and self
described as a 'radical, Arminian, Anabaptist'. A report on
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Ekklesia from the mid-1980s observed that L 'institutionalised 
change -  growth is accepted as normal', and goes on to claim 
that '[Ekklesia] stands in the tradition of conservative evangel
ical theology notwithstanding a few untraditional beliefs'. The 
report also notes an explicit ecclesial hermeneutics as 'a salient 
aspect of [Ekklesia's] approach to theology', which is 'their 
Christ-centred method of interpreting and applying Scripture 
to the life and mission of the church'. The 'untraditional 
beliefs' may then have been understood as its Arminianism 
and its position on the equal role of women in leadership. In 
more recent years, however, L has popularised the theology of 
'liberal evangelicals' such as Greg Boyd and Clark Pinnock, 
including the disputed doctrines of open theism and condi
tional immortality. A somewhat tongue-in-cheek saying gave 
expression to this untraditional stance, when I was told they 
have 'a history of being heretics'.

The Fellowship was said to have split from Ekklesia due to 
growing unease with the increasing centralisation of church 
governance. Theologically the Fellowship remains very similar 
to Ekklesia, although there were some signs of divergence. The 
pastor, Derek, had been taking a part-time course at an evan
gelical theological college, and its mediatory function was 
indicated in interview:

A: Do you find you have a respect for what you're hearing at 
[college]?
Derek: Yes [emphatic], I do, I think it's balancing things I've 
picked up in [Ekklesia], so you can either think that 
[Ekklesia's] perspective is the right theology or the best the
ology or the perfect theology, or you can think, well, some 
people at [college] probably do, it's a bit extreme and there's 
actually a healthy balance to it.22 Interview, 2/8/05

Given the aforementioned hermeneutical legacy of Ekklesia, I 
asked Derek to comment on the Fellowship's approach to bib
lical interpretation:

Derek: . . .  in the [Ekklesia] tradition . . .  and I think applies to 
lots of people in [college] as well, the idea of Jesus
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hermeneutic, or Jesus centred hermeneutics, so Jesus is 
God's ultimate word to us, and so we interpret the written 
word in the light of who Jesus is, and we look back at the Old 
Testament in the light of who Jesus is. I think that's the goal, 
obviously there are sub-goals of what did the author mean to 
say in that culture and time, I think that's useful to not take 
fanciful leaps, I think that being grounded with some of 
those disciplines is helpful. I think we want to find Jesus in 
the word, and we want the use of the word to be helpful, and 
feeding people spiritually, rather than a dry and dusty intel
lectual exercise.
A: You mentioned the Jesus hermeneutic . . . was that explic
itly taught or at least demonstrated at [Ekklesia]?
Derek: Both explicitly taught and demonstrated, so Christ in 
all Scriptures, how can I find Jesus in Deuteronomy 24, was 
L's passion, that came across explicitly, not just implicitly . . . 
Interview, 2/8/05

The 'Jesus hermeneutic' has clearly been mediated at the 
explicit level from Ekklesia to the Fellowship, and according to 
the pastor, is the Fellowship's primary hermeneutical model, 
supplemented by some form of historical approach. Although 
there was some evidence of this hermeneutic in Bible study 
groups, it was not particularly marked in ordinary hermeneu
tical practice -  mainly due to the pattern of Bible use. Based on 
all the passages studied in 32 Bible settings that I attended over 
a five month period, around 40 per cent were from the 
Gospels, with slightly more from the rest of the New 
Testament, leaving just under 20 per cent from the Old 
Testament.

With regard to official statements about the Bible, the 
Fellowship is a member of the Evangelical Alliance (EA), 
which requires assent to the EA basis of faith. About the Bible 
it says:

We believe in ... The divine inspiration and supreme author
ity of the Old and New Testament Scriptures, which are the 
written Word of God -  fully trustworthy for faith and con
duct.23
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The Fellowship has been constituted as a company, and in its 
Incorporation Certificate includes a virtually identical state
ment of beliefs. What is notable about this Statement is that it 
contains no specifically charismatic emphasis -  an omission 
that is rectified on the church website. Written by the pastor, 
this describes the Sunday morning services as 'Bible-based', 
and expands on the place of the Bible in the church, here in 
summary:

We believe that the Bible is inspired by God and reveals to us 
God's word on how to live our lives and how to be church 
together. The Bible is taught in our meetings and is the basis 
for our activities. We have 3 foundational verses which help 
to shape and define who we are as a church. Each one gives 
us one of our key words: LOVE: John 13:34-35; DEVOTION: 
Acts 2:42; ACTION: Matthew 28:18-20 
. . . We want to emulate the devotion of the first Christians 
and have a passion for the Bible . . ,24

The Bible 'passion' referred to here, explicitly linked to Acts 
2:42, was a striking aspect of the Fellowship, although this was 
in tension with enthusiasm for Bible study. The pastor was the 
key mediator of Bible passion -  he saw it as self-evident that 
his job was 'to inspire a greater love for the word'. There was 
some discontent expressed by various leaders in the church, 
including Derek, regarding appetite for 'in-depth' Bible study, 
or 'hunger for the word', evidenced through lower than 
desired numbers at Bible studies. The problem of work/life 
balance in a major city was cited as a factor, whereas others 
said more bluntly 'people don't want Bible studies so much 
anymore'. A questionnaire revealed that 20 per cent of respon
dents read the Bible at least once a day,25 although this is not 
striking compared with other congregational surveys, how
ever, 60 per cent of respondents claimed to have read the 
whole Bible.26 Bible passion certainly figured largely in the 
interview responses where the Bible was read to 'hear from 
God', and for the smaller number who were less strident, they 
were very aware of what their attitude and practice ought to 
be. Most interviewees were happy to describe the Bible as
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God's word, but concepts such as inerrancy and infallibility 
were not to the fore, with the pastor wanting to 'steer away' 
from such 'extreme' terms. A number said they could accept 
there were limited errors or flaws in the Bible, with others giv
ing a cautious 'yes' to the Bible as the 'word of God', but 
hedged about with provisos. More generally, for one intervie
wee, an attraction of the Ekklesia tradition was that it was 
'encouraging people to use their brains, to think things 
through, to question and to view the other end'.

Having now moved towards 'unofficial' congregational 
accounts, a sketch of ordinary hermeneutics-in-action follows. 
Housegroup A used a Bible Study Guide (BSG) as part of a 
move to 'do Bible study'. The BSG was a series of studies in 
Mark's Gospel,27 and was unusual in its explicit hermeneutical 
approach to the gospel as story. It also provided a good exam
ple of the rather diverse set of mediators in the Fellowship, 
since the publisher is described as Reformed and its founder is 
known to take a non-charismatic position.

Two significant hermeneutical traits emerged from this 
group. In the BSG studies the group spent most of their time in 
the horizon of the text, with few connections made to the life 
experience of the members -  a trait found in other Bible set
tings where a formal hermeneutics was mediated. This was a 
consequence of the BSG's relatively detailed focus on the nar
rative framework of M ark's Gospel, at the expense of 
hermeneutical connections to the present. Effectively, the BSG 
impeded the connection to the reader horizon, which was con
firmed when a guest speaker came to visit, and many stories 
were told which connected broad themes from the text into the 
group members' experience.

The second hermeneutical trait, which was less dependent 
on the BSG, was a respectful questioning of the text, something 
in evidence throughout the Fellowship. The logic of the 
Markan narrative provoked questions, for example 'How was 
Jesus managing to sleep?', given the waves breaking over the 
boat in the storm in Mark 4:37-38. Theological knots in the text 
also prompted questioning, such as in Mark 6:52, where it 
refers to the disciples' hearts being hardened. This provoked 
some fascination, particularly given the Arminian stance of the
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Fellowship, with the response being to search out other occur
rences of 'hardening' in the Bible, although on this occasion 
the 'knot' was left unresolved. A number of Bible settings oper
ated in this open-ended fashion without requiring a resolution 
of the texts discussed. This questioning of the text did not 
imply a low view of Scripture within the group, nor was it a 
hermeneutics of suspicion towards the text -  on the contrary, 
the pointedness of this trait was the expectation of coherence 
and meaning in the text.

Housegroup B was led by M l and his wife, with group 
studies shared out among the members. M l, who has a back
ground in academic theology, assisted individuals in prepara
tion of their own (often ambitious) materials, and was much 
respected for his knowledge of the Scriptures, with one mem
ber describing him as a 'Bible Boffin'. Studies were generally 
thematic and quite discursive in style, with M l preferring an 
open-ended format for the sessions. Given the thematic 
approach, discussions generally took the Bible as a series of 
reference points for framing the discussion, with the 
hermeneutical trend being to move between theme and text, 
although the theme was dominant. For example, in a session 
on 'The Idolatory of Materialism and Narcissism', a set of ver
ses was read out that raised the tension between self-love and 
self-denial (e.g. Mt. 22:37-40 and Jn. 12:25), which then led to a 
wide-ranging discussion in the group's own horizon. Outside 
of the formal study time there was a markedly different 
approach to Scripture, in that it was taken to speak far more 
directly into the group's experience. For example, in an 
impromptu reading of Psalm 46, God 'making wars cease' in 
verse 9 was applied to a person in ill health and incorporated 
into prayer.

M l contributed numerous detailed grammatical and histor
ical insights into any texts that were discussed, and had near 
complete authority (and respect) on exegetical matters. This 
tended to constrain aspects of text horizon discussion some
what, although there was no evidence that this was seen as 
problematic. The tendency has been noted elsewhere as a pos
sible issue in Bible study groups which include academic Bible 
readers,28 although M l's  contributions did not constrain the
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much freer discourse that moved away from the text horizon 
towards the group horizon. M l had a significant role in medi
ating biblical education methods, less familiar doctrinal 
positions (e.g. conditional immortality), and the value of 
grammatico-historical method. In interview, he preferred the 
term 'centrist' to 'evangelical' and recognised he was more lib
eral theologically than the 'vast majority' of the congregation. 
Given the significant positions of responsibility he has held in 
Ekklesia/Fellowship, this was one indication of the congrega
tion's characteristic doctrinal flexibility.

The Tuesday Bible study is an open daytime group which 
meets at the church centre and was led by either Derek the pas
tor or one of the youth workers. Derek created a more sus
tained interaction with the text than in any other Bible setting, 
and in contrast to other settings, he tended to move the Bible 
study towards resolution of the text under consideration. A 
book of the Bible was worked through week by week, with the 
passage first being read, then Derek asking something like 
'Anything strike you?' This opening gambit was quite com
mon in the Fellowship and reflects certain trends in participa
tory Bible study that aim to diffuse the 'expertise' of the 
leader.29 This start might lead one to expect a reader-response 
style hermeneutics, but Derek would soon move the group 
into a fairly directed grammatico-historical study, going 
through the passage sequentially, and including points such as 
author, audience, date and the meaning of some Greek words. 
Although the main trend was to remain close to the text hori
zon, some application usually followed towards the end of the 
study, almost always moving from the text to the group hori
zon. For example, when studying Philippians, the discussion 
centred around understanding Paul's character and mindset, 
amid frequent textual references, and moved to holding up 
Paul as a spiritual example to be emulated. It was interesting 
to see this hermeneutical approach intentionally mediated to 
the youth leaders, since they amplified it with enthusiasm. 
They printed off passages for study with verses formatted sep
arately, thus enabling a verse by verse analysis assisted by 
Matthew Henry's commentary, and were careful to find appli
cation points arising from the text.
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Services might be expected to exhibit ecclesial rather than 
ordinary hermeneutics, but wide participation in services 
meant that ordinary hermeneutics could be observed to an 
extent as well. The pastor preached once a month on average, 
and always spoke on a Bible passage, including many contem
porary anecdotes in his sermons. A number of outside speak
ers made far less direct reference to the Bible, using a verse or 
passage as a hook for the theme of the sermon. The use of 
Scripture was common at the start of services, read out as a 
prelude to sung worship with very little or no comment. This 
was not 'just text', however, since the service setting itself 
directs the interpretation. Probably the greatest exposure to 
Scripture in the service was through the songs, which were 
sung in long stretches during the main worship time. Their 
mixing of biblical imagery and phrases also mediated an 
implicit and diverse hermeneutics,30 although it is difficult to 
determine the songs' hermeneutical significance. There was 
some uncertainty when I asked people about the scriptural ori
gins of songs in interview, but the language of Scripture did at 
least appear to be mediated. Of great interest for ordinary 
hermeneutics was the charismatic practice of giving 'words', 
where a member of the congregation will come to the front 
during the main worship time to deliver an interpretation of a 
Bible passage that is understood to be a word from God to the 
church. Usually a very direct connection is made from 
Scripture to the congregation's horizon. A notable allegorical 
word was given regarding David and Goliath, with the rele
vant passage being read out from 1 Samuel 17, finishing at 
verse 51. The congregation was then encouraged to confront 
the Goliaths or giants in their lives and more broadly in soci
ety, since God had power over them.

Thus ends the hermeneutics-in-action sketch. To what 
extent can the shape of ordinary hermeneutics be charac
terised? What emerges are partial contours, rather than a fully- 
defined shape, which therefore requires hermeneutics to be 
used in its broadest sense, including all the dimensions 
involved in understanding the biblical text. What is noticeable 
from the brief accounts above is the diversity of hermeneutics 
across the congregation in the various settings of Bible use,
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from congregational use of the Bible, to small groups, to indi
vidual use. This diversity includes a Jesus hermeneutic, a par
tially mediated narrative approach, the respectful questioning 
of text, one and two horizon reading, confirmatory use of 
Scripture in thematic studies, grammatico-historical method of 
the exegesis-then-application type, expository preaching, 
direct appropriation of Scripture through 'words', allegorical 
use, and 'just text'! The variation of hermeneutics across and 
even within Bible settings in the congregation suggests a cer
tain 'plasticity' to ordinary hermeneutics -  a feature that will 
become more apparent when looking at hermeneutical media
tion below. Having said this, ordinary hermeneutics in the 
Fellowship did have identifiable shape in a number of dimen
sions -  traditional grammatico-historical exegesis surfaced in 
nearly all Bible settings, but was modified by other approa
ches, and there was limited evidence of the Jesus hermeneutic, 
although more in principle than practice. The dominant char
acteristic, however, was found in terms of attitude to the text 
and goals of interpretation. One can therefore speak of ordi
nary hermeneutics as being pluralistic within a congregation, 
and yet in terms of attitude and goals, the Fellowship func
tioned more as a hermeneutical unit. Based on similar but 
much broader empirical research, Hans de Wit confirms the 
distinctive of ordinary hermeneutics as an attitude:

. . .  an existential one, an attitude focused on appropriation.
Readers bring their situation, demands, and experiences to
the text and seek to elicit a word from the text for their own
situation.31

The Fellowship's expectant attitude was tempered by an 
admission that God does not always speak in this existential 
sense when the Bible is read, but the goal of their hermeneutics 
remained, in their terms, to hear from God. Having examined 
the shape of an ordinary hermeneutics, I turn now to the twin 
issue of their mediation.

Mediation in the Fellowship is affected by a complex web of 
factors. If the congregation's Ekklesia form is seen in continu
ity with its present independent period of just over two years,
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then the Fellowship is about thirty years old. Forty-four per 
cent of respondents to the questionnaire had been at the 
church eleven years or more, and 82 per cent for three years or 
more32 -  a sizeable number to ensure preservation of the iden
tity and tradition of the Fellowship. In tension with this, how
ever, is a surprising range of church backgrounds in the 
congregation, with the largest three being Baptist 22 per cent, 
Anglican 20 per cent and Pentecostal 14 per cent.33 This sug
gests a diverse set of influences within the Fellowship, with 
the range of church traditions meaning more mediatory chan
nels, but also more work in shaping congregational identity. 
The high level of educational attainment in the church also 
increased the range of influences, from, for example, Christian 
books. The aforementioned radical emphasis and reported 
'institutionalised change' in Ekklesia suggests the Fellowship 
would historically be familiar with the mediation of innova
tion, although this may be tempered by the break from 
Ekklesia, and a possible desire for greater stability. Of further 
significance for mediation was the emphasis in the congrega
tion on informality and authority. Examples of informality 
were casual dress, flexible start times for meetings, the prizing 
of spontaneity particularly in worship, and the rare use of for
mal liturgy. The language and practice of the Fellowship 
exhibited so many of these 'signs', that it could almost be 
described as ruled or formal informality. This informality 
elides into authority, specifically the non-authoritarian 
approach of the church leadership. For instance, the house- 
groups had considerable autonomy within the Fellowship, as 
well as the language of preaching being noticeably non
authoritarian. These factors of congregational make-up meant 
that hierarchical mediation was indeed 'trickle-down', to take 
the speed of the metaphor at face value, with much mediation 
occurring horizontally, as well as from mediators external to 
the congregation.

Insight into the historical process of mediation within UK 
evangelicalism is given in David Bebbington's paper 
Evangelicalism and Cultural Diffusion,34 which charts 'how ideas 
have typically been transmitted within the Evangelical move
ment over the last two and a half centuries or so.' Allowing
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that diffusion is roughly equivalent to external mediation into 
the congregation, his conclusions are still suggestive for 
hermeneutical mediation. Bebbington argues of cultural diffu
sion among evangelicals that 'the predominant overall schema 
. . . was for novelties to spread from above to below, from an 
elite to the masses . . although he carefully qualifies this 
against seeing too much uniformity in the diffusion process. 
He goes on to explain that 'normally ideas and practices 
spread downwards from groups with greater advantages to a 
wider constituency'. Bebbington identifies three characteristics 
that speeded the process of diffusion -  education, class and 
age. Those who took on board new ways in the Evangelical 
world were 'primarily the educated, the well-to-do, and the 
young'. In addition to the social dimension of diffusion, there 
is also a spatial one: 'the popularity of innovations is directly 
related to the size of urban areas'. Bebbington also lists key his
torical mechanisms of diffusion, namely, the pulpit, the mass 
gathering, literature, organisations and individuals. This has 
potential implications for contemporary mediation in the 
Fellowship, and resonates with some of the factors already dis
cussed. The congregation is in a large city. It is predominantly 
middle class, well-educated and has many young people. 
Evidence of the Fellowship's appropriation of innovations in 
charismatic evangelical culture would include theological 
positions such as conditional immortality and open theism, 
alternative worship services, Alpha, '40 days of purpose' and 
engagement with emerging church forums.

Regarding the specific mediation of hermeneutics in the 
congregation, certain dimensions of hermeneutics were medi
ated less effectively than others. This is especially marked 
when compared to the mediation of a body of Christian beliefs 
and practices, i.e. a tradition. The methodological dimension of 
hermeneutics (e.g. exegetical approaches) is likely to be more 
difficult to mediate than a tradition's explicit beliefs -  particu
larly as most hermeneutical mediation is by example and 
therefore implicit. Derek specifically addressed the importance 
of mediating the Fellowship's belief tradition at the church 
business meeting, in the context of discussing youth work, 
beginning with his own rendition of Psalm 78:
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. . . this is my kind of free translation of Psalm 78:4-7 . . .
We will not hide the word of God from our children, we will 
tell the next generation the fantastic things that God has 
done, his power and wonders, God gave his word and com
manded our forefathers to teach their children so that the 
next generation would know them, even the children yet to 
be born, and they in turn would tell their children, then they 
would put their trust in God.

This whole generational business, we are inheriting the 
truths that God passed down to us. We have the responsibil
ity to communicate it to our youth and children, and they 
will run with it, in the great story and plan and destiny of 
God, and we're caught up in the story, and his purposes, and 
it's so vital.. . Derek, 20/3/05

The question arises as to whether it is primarily a belief tradi
tion that is mediated, with ordinary hermeneutics having the 
function of making connections between the Bible and the con
gregation's belief tradition. If this were the case, it would again 
suggest plasticity in the Fellowship's ordinary hermeneutics, 
in conjunction with the other aspects of plasticity referred to 
earlier. Key meanings of plastic are, appropriately:

easily shaped or moulded; offering scope for creativity; 
exhibiting adaptability to change or variety in the environ
ment.35

Based on similar fieldwork in an evangelical church in the 
USA, Brian Malley has argued for a very plastic conception of 
evangelical hermeneutics.36 These are stated in two theses in 
his recent book, How Does The Bible Work?, worth quoting at 
length here:

1. Evangelicals are inheritors of an interpretive tradition, a 
species of belief-tradition in which a set of beliefs is trans
mitted along with the attribution of those beliefs to a text, 
the Bible. The tradition presents the text as an object for 
hermeneutic activity, but the goal of that hermeneutic 
activity is not so much to establish the meaning of the text
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as to establish transitivity between the text and beliefs. 
The tradition emphasizes the fact of connection more than 
of particular connections. And thus a great deal of 'what 
the Bible says' may be transmitted quite apart from act
ual exegesis.

2. Evangelicals are not inheritors of a hermeneutic tradition, a 
socially transmitted set of methods for reading the Bible. 
Evangelicals' and fundamentalists' widespread avowal of 
literalism is not evidence of a hermeneutic tradition. 
Rather, in each generation, the interpretive tradition 
mobilizes hermeneutic imaginations anew.37

Although Malley's specific research context needs to be taken 
into account, nevertheless, in conjunction with results from the 
Fellowship, hermeneutical issues do emerge with applicability 
beyond even evangelicalism. There is some resonance between 
his conclusions and the plastic hermeneutics exhibited in the 
Fellowship, although not to the same degree. He argues that 
an interpretative or belief tradition is mediated, in distinction 
from a hermeneutical tradition, such that ordinary readers will 
know the connections between the belief tradition and the 
Bible, but without needing to engage with the particularity of 
the text itself. So, for example, if the sinfulness of human 
beings is raised, that might be connected to Romans 3; if issues 
of social justice are raised, that might be connected to Luke 4 -  
and Malley argues that this establishing of connections is the 
extent of hermeneutical activity. Certainly there was evidence 
of a belief tradition in the Fellowship that provided a set of 
connections between doctrine and text, although unlike 
Malley it cannot be said that this ruled out engagement with 
the text. The issues raised in the above assessment of ordinary 
hermeneutics in a particular congregation will now be 
assessed from the perspective of a deep church vision.

Deep Church and O rdinary H erm eneutics

Although the configuration of hermeneutics in any one congre
gation is unique; however, generalising in relation to the wider
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church is still possible. A1 Dowie makes this point in his ethno
graphic study of a Scottish congregation, where he summarises 
the principle and purpose of abstracting from a local church to 
the wider context:

Congregations only exist as historically situated social enti
ties. . . . That is, they do not exist apart from their own par
ticularity, which in certain respects is like that of all others, 
like some others, and like no other congregation. This par
ticularity has, in turn, practical theological significance for 
critical reflection upon the local situation, which leads to the 
possibility of making statements that are comparative and 
have practical theological significance for other situations.38

The Fellowship provides a configuration of ordinary 
hermeneutics and their mediation within a congregation, with 
the key parameters of that configuration informing wider the
ological reflection. It is at this point that theological questions 
begin to arise, since it must be asked if plastic hermeneutics are 
problematic, or is this in fact the way in which a congregation 
should read the Bible? Since hermeneutics is recognised to be 
both a science and an art, is there not a place for plasticity, for 
creativity in moving between the belief tradition of a particu
lar church and the Scriptures? Is the interpretative/belief tra
dition of which Malley writes analogous to the ancient 'Rule of 
Faith' that is spoken of in the resurgence of what is called 'the
ological hermeneutics'?

The pluralism of hermeneutics in the academy has already 
been noted as a feature of postmodernity. The diversity of ordi
nary hermeneutics in the congregation is a different sort of plu
ralism, however, since the varied hermeneutical traits are 
almost all subsumed under the same goal -  a desire to read for 
God's address. The plasticity of ordinary hermeneutics remains 
in terms of method, however, which belies the confidence 
placed in methodological procedure alone, sometimes leading 
to a 'methodological fundamentalism' that has been found 
wanting.39 The modern methodological preoccupation gives 
insufficient significance to the very particular place where 
interpreters stand. For example, Howard Marshall critiques the
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hermeneutical procedure that James Packer proposes as evan
gelical, since it evidently has not produced the same results 
even among those interpreters who belong to the same tradi
tion.40

Given the relative indeterminacy of hermeneutical method, 
other aspects of church must also be pertinent to the way in 
which the Bible is interpreted. The fieldwork has indicated 
that a characterisation of ordinary hermeneutics cannot be 
given apart from an account of their mediation, since it is 
rarely unmediated. Investigating hermeneutical mediation 
prompts questions about mediation in a congregation gener
ally -  factors affecting the degree of mediation both from 
within and without a congregation have been raised, such as 
its relative heterogeneity, education, socio-economic status, 
style of church governance and longevity. What is mediated 
within a congregation becomes its tradition, through media
tors such as sermons, songs, prayer, liturgy, Bible study lead
ers, Sunday school teachers, church members and so on. The 
Fellowship, as we have seen, was explicit about the fact of its 
mediation of a tradition, seen as the 'passing on' of a body of 
truths from the Bible. However, the content of that tradition 
was less defined and mostly oral in practice -  like many inde
pendent churches, formal liturgy such as creeds were almost 
never used. This connection of their belief tradition to the Bible 
was very important for the Fellowship, given its stress on the 
Bible as the basis for all that it does. Here Malley's critique is 
pertinent, since he raises the issue of the differences between 
the mediation of a belief tradition and a hermeneutical tradi
tion.

This is where deep church insights offer a perspective on the 
issues arising from the empirical situation described. As 
Andrew Walker has explained in his essay, 'Recovering Deep 
Church', the deep church vision aims to retrieve what has been 
lost from the church's past to bring life to the church in the 
present. For ordinary hermeneutics the deep church interest is 
with tradition. In relation to tradition there can be two oppo
site errors -  either tradition is deliberately ignored as a factor 
in biblical interpretation, or it is so embraced that Scripture 
cannot speak with its own voice. What is suggested by
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research in the Fellowship is that the church empirical reads 
the Bible through a mediated belief tradition already, and to a 
lesser extent a hermeneutical tradition, for example, the Jesus 
hermeneutic. This is not surprising, as it confirms the theoret
ical insight from hermeneutics that there is no 'reading from 
nowhere'. Some churches attempt to deny or understate the 
function of their belief tradition in interpretation, keeping the 
belief tradition implicit rather than embracing it explicitly 
-  perhaps claiming to 'just read' the Bible. If so, the congrega
tion's belief tradition is equated with the Scriptures,41 
effectively rendering the congregation's corporate horizon 
invisible, and thus making a genuine fusion of horizons 
impossible. As Trevor Hart observes, such a move actually 
erodes the authority of Scripture in a dangerous way, since 
authority is shifted from the Scriptures to particular interpre
tations, producing 'factional Christianity and a divided 
church' as a consequence.42

The explicit tradition from the church's past known as the 
Rule of Faith is the particular deep church retrieval that 
responds to these issues of tradition. Aspects of the Rule of 
Faith have been discussed in other essays in this book, so I will 
confine myself to its implications for ordinary hermeneutics 
and mediation. The Rule of Faith developed over the early cen
turies of the Christian church, often in the context of respond
ing to challenges to the apostolic tradition, and is the 'grammar 
of theological agreements' that provides a belief tradition for a 
Christian reading of Scripture.43 The Rule takes shape in a num
ber of formulations of doctrinal content, each of which are nar
rative in form,44 relating in brief the story of God's acts in 
history and focusing largely on Christ. In addition to doctrinal 
content, there were rules for interpretation of Scripture -  here 
we take Irenaeus of Lyons as an example. Robert Jenson detects 
five inter-related hermeneutical rules in Irenaeus' refutation of 
Gnostic heresy, namely: Scripture is a whole; it is a whole 
because it is a narrative; we need to know the story's general 
plot and characters; it is the church that knows the plot and 
characters of the story, since it is in continuity with the story; 
the church should read through the doctrinal content of the 
Rule.45 The Rule of Faith provides the answer to the question
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'What sort of horizon is appropriate for a Christian reading of 
Scripture?' and challenges the church today to make both its 
belief and hermeneutical tradition explicit. In doing so, the 
church retrieves the practice of 'ruled reading', which is then 
able to be a means through which to express and work with the 
Rule of Faith.46

The increasing contemporary emphasis on the storied or 
narrative nature of the Christian faith resonates with Tom 
Wright's analogy of Scripture as a five-act play. According to 
Wright, these acts correspond to creation, fall, Israel, Christ 
and the church. The first four acts establish the characters and 
setting, with the largely unfinished fifth act being played out 
by the contemporary church.47 What ruled reading does is set 
out an agreement as to who are the actors and what is the plot- 
line for the play -  a sort of programme for the performance -  
particularly for the later scenes where there is no script, except 
for hints at how the play is to finish.48 Retrieval from the past 
does not necessarily mean reproduction, but the doctrinal con
tent of ruled reading is a marker of how faithfully we are in 
continuity with the story's development. This 'retrieval' is also 
seen in what Craig Bartholomew describes as an emerging 
fourth phase in academic hermeneutics -  a theological 
hermeneutics that has arisen in response to the postmodern 
turn that seeks to reappropriate pre-modern approaches to 
reading the Bible, of getting on with reading the Bible theolog
ically.49 This is not to abandon all the insights of previous 
hermeneutical phases, such as the importance of history, but to 
acknowledge the priority of the church's starting point for a 
Christian reading of Scripture.

Will making a church's belief tradition explicit as a move 
towards a ruled reading of Scripture mean that hermeneutics- 
in-the-church remains or becomes increasingly uneventful, 
bland, and routine, given the substance of Thiselton's critique 
above?50 I question whether a 'revolutionary' paradigm51 of 
hermeneutics can be a permanent experience for the Christian 
life of faith. To be fair, Thiselton does qualify his negative por
trayal of ordinary readers and mediators, when he adds that 
not all Bible reading needs to be iconoclastic. There is a place 
for creedal affirmation (e.g. Dt. 6:4 -  'Hear, O Israel: The Lord
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is our God, the L o r d  alone'), and reading 'does not constantly 
destroy and break up traditions'.52 Indeed, a church needs a 
'normal' paradigm of reading where Scripture acts in a confir
matory mode for the church's belief tradition. Bible studies in 
the Fellowship illustrated this 'normal' paradigm well, even 
with their less-than-explicit belief tradition -  telling stories 
was effectively a way for participants to relate how their expe
rience demonstrated the coherence of their belief tradition in 
relation to the Scriptures. The mediation of a church's belief 
tradition is an aspect of the church's discipling function, which 
requires a robust internal tradition to be effective. Unlike the 
academy, the church cannot and should not prioritise 
hermeneutical originality and play in the same way, since lives 
and behaviour are at stake in ordinary hermeneutics53 -  hence 
ruled reading is also inherently pragmatic in creating interpre
tative stability.

But the discussion cannot be left there. The function of tra
dition must be embraced critically, and held in tension with 
Scripture.54 Tradition has a habit of becoming fossilised, of 
ceasing to be a dynamic expression of the story that ruled read
ing should encapsulate. There needs to be a means of breaking 
open a church's belief tradition so that the Christian story is 
faithfully improvised in its contemporary context -  a revolu
tionary hermeneutics that shifts the belief tradition into a new 
paradigm. Ben Quash, in his chapter, introduces the practice of 
Scriptural Reasoning (SR), drawing out its potential to present 
an 'other' to the reader, achieved through the presence of read
ers from different faith traditions, thus disrupting the tradi
tional understanding of texts. In hermeneutical terms, this is 
the power of distancing oneself from the text -  an act that is 
necessary for understanding, before fusion of horizons can 
occur. This 'otherness' of the text is something of a paradox for 
the Christian, an uncomfortable move for one operating with
in a hermeneutic of trust. It requires an objectifying of the text, 
an unnatural relation to the text 'as if' it were not already part 
of our own horizon -  after all, it is the continuation of the same 
story being improvised by the same community.55 And yet if it 
is to address us as God's word, then it needs to have that oth
erness in order to arrest our current horizon and transform it -
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we need to make the familiar text strange, and so are in search 
of strategies for strangeness. Quash proposes that SR consti
tutes one such strategy, although the extent to which this can 
percolate through to ordinary readers in the church seems 
uncertain. Many strange-making strategies have been pro
posed elsewhere,56 but here I conclude with the key strategy 
arising from this discussion: the need for the mediation of a 
hermeneutical tradition within the church, and the need to 
'foreground' a congregation's belief tradition. Permit me a 
computer analogy of the unfashionable type to bring this point 
home. When data is sent from one computer to another, it is 
divided into 'packets' of data and an extra number is added 
onto the packet, called a checksum. The checksum is calcu
lated from  the packet of data at its origin, and then when the 
packet arrives at its destination, the data is compared against 
the checksum mathematically, to see if there has been any cor
ruption or loss of data in transmission. The mediation of a 
belief tradition is not sufficient for hearing Scripture speak 
today in the church. Just as the Rule of Faith incorporated doc
trinal content and associated interpretative rules,57 and was 
intended to be 'passed on' as such, so today we need to pass 
on a belief and hermeneutical tradition together. This enables 
a congregation to discover what might have been lost or 
gained or even corrupted through mediation. The passing on 
of a ruled hermeneutical tradition limits excessive plasticity or 
indeterminacy of hermeneutical practice in a congregation, 
since a genuine two-way conversation can take place between 
tradition and Scripture. On the other hand, the relative plastic
ity of hermeneutics in a congregation does correspond to the 
constructive dimension of hermeneutics, of imagination in 
inculturating the Christian story in the present situation. The 
art of hermeneutics requires readers to become apprentices in 
learning to read wisely, which reinforces further the need for 
the passing on of hermeneutical tradition from one generation 
to the next.58
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