‘READING
SCRIPTURE

WITH THE

CHURCH
FATHERS

CHRISTOPHER
A.HALL

W

Ivp

InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Ilinois



InterVarsity Press
P.0. Box 1400, Dowmers Grove, IL 60515

Warld Wide Webs www fupresscom
E-mail: mail@ivpress.com

©1998 by Christopher A Hall

ATl rights rescrved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form withaut wrilten permission fram InterVarsity
I'l£ L

Press.

Inter Varsity Press® is the boak-publishing division of Inter¥Varsity Christ
aetive on campus &1 bundreds of universitics, colleges and schools of nursi
memsber movement of the International Fellowsbip of Evangelical Students,
activities, write Pablic Relations Dept., InterVarsity Christian F ellowship/USA, 6400 Sch
Madisan, W1 53707.7895.

ian Fellowdhip/ USA®, & student mavement
ng in the United States of America, and &

For information about local and regional
roeder Rd., P.O. Bex 7855,

Seripture guotations, unless stherwise noted, are from the New Revised Srandard Version of the Bible, co pyright
1989 by the Divisian of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by
permission. AI rights reserved.

Caver photograph: Scala/Art Resource, N.Y.
ISBN 0-8308-1500-7
Printed in the United States of America 63

Library of Congress Caealoging-in-Publication Data

Hall, Christopher A. {Christopher Alan), 1950 -
Reading scriplure wich the church fathers / Chrisiopher A. Hall.
P em
Includes bibliagraphical + ferences and index,
ISBN 0-8308-1500-7 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1 Bible—Criticism, interpretation, ete.—History—Early church,
a.30-60C. 2. Fathess of the Church, 1 Tille,
BSS00.H27 1998

270.1—dc21 o

cIp
301918}?16]514;131211

5 14 13 12 1

0 9 &8 7 6 s
1009030?060504030201

To Deb, Nathan, Nathalie and Joshua



PrEFACE

7
1 WHayY REaD THE FATHERS? 11
2 TuHE MopeErRN MInND & Bisricar INTERPRETATION 19
3 Wuo ARe THE FaATHERS? 43
4 Tue Four DocToRrs oF THE EasT 56
Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil the Great
& John Chrysostom
5 Tue Four DocTors oF THE WEST 102
Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine & Gregory the Great
6 Tue FATHERS & ScRIPTURE 132
Exegesis at Alexandria
7 THe FATHERS & SCRIPTURE 156
The Response of Antioch
8 MAKING SENSE OoF PATRISTIC EXEGESIS 177
NoTEes e
219
GENERAL INDEX
225

InDEX oF Bisricar TEXTS




g CHURCH FATHERS

———

; g alized that theol-
ictic thoug ‘h"'m“easmgly ref h e ol-,
3 15E1 & WOrsS p
As Oden scudied P2t ¢ done in the C_?F“?"_‘. oi't 1ping
o coul 2 indeed. mﬁst et _Fsi;i_f}i:]_atstretche‘iacrussaVESt expame
W e — -

5 Yaf[he churc J'j_@i_.l_ ——-—H-Od‘.én diSCernEd themes and Pl'a.Ctir_eS

communit —ages. e ; ;
oFyears, cuitures and langt - pacch's life and reflection, @ central “con-
tinthec

4 constan . ; :
that remam:d cm'isd‘ng ¢ God's entrance into history in Jesus Christ. In
sensual” understand

- of the church and its accumulated hlitory”and. t;admon
unt Y ]
e d . crective £0 his tendency 0 idealizethe 'new asin erently
i g od the need to innovate:

: a1l to listen suPEf“d : :
SHP;E:;-:;;CWE&HENemﬁius somethingdlicked- T realized that T must

listen intently, actively, without relservafion. ]I.,ssten hm such E W?’ ’ﬂhili;
e wholelife depgﬂded upon hearing. Listen T“ suc ba wiy ; at ; ou
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walls of my modern ptison, and actually hear voices frolm the past with
different assumptions entirely about the world and time and human
culture, Only then inmy forties did I begin to become a theologian. Up
to that time I had been teaching theology without having sufficiently
met the patristic mentors who could teach me theology.”
Oden had experienced 2 “redirection,” “ahermeneutical reversal”in which
he “learned to listen to premodern texts.” Oden came to understand that
hermeneutics could not be severed from character, disposition and obe-
dience, a patristic emphasis we will explore in future pages. Listening to
atext and obedience toa text became for Oden “the most important single
lesson | have learned hermeneutically. . . . Carl Rogers taught me to trust
my experience. The ancient Christian writers taught me to trust that
Scripture and tradition would transmute my experience.”™
Oden's journey from modern theology to “paleo-orthodoxy” is re mark-
o e e ey T
! g in the same direction. Why this swelling
greap _OE young fogeys,” as Oden calls them? Why have many become
dissatisfied with modern ways ofreadingand interpreti ’ ¥
preting Scripture? Only

ermn Chﬂstlans re d 1
? al thE Blbl.e can
lmpo['taﬂt quﬂsti()ﬂs.

' they say, ‘meaningfully’ to the modern age.
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THE MoDERN MIND &
BiBricAL INTERPRETATION

N A TELLING ARTICLE IN THE REFORMED JOURNAL, Wirriam J.
Abraham comments, “Any consensus in theology today begins with the
tejection of the classical Christian tradition as this is generally known in
Western Culoure.”

Abraham particularly observes the strongly reductionistic flavor of
much modeen theology, a scientific reductionism he relates to the accep-
tance by modern theologians of the “canons of science” and “eritical
history” as normative criteria. Will the biblical narrarive of God's saving
work fit within reductionist boundaries? Not well, Abraham fears. Once
theologians begin writing within the reductionist framework, they have
litdle choice but to “reinterpret the tradition in terms that will speak, as
nk

Abraham also describes and analyzes other characteristics of the mod-
ern worldview. A modern person is “one informed by the canons of
rationality developad in the European Enligh:enment." For some, En-
lightenment rationality leads to a rejection of the possibility of special
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Inrerestingly, Abraham’s recommendations for regaining and main-
he modern world focus on issues of characrer

taining theological healthint . A
formation. That is, spiritually ill theologians produce sick theology. How

can they get well?
For one thing, Abraham recomme
humility. Medern theologians have been tempred by their own hubris to

think they can achieve more than is reasonably or humbly possible. A more
humble and self-aware approach, Abraham advises, would cultivate “a
sense of inadequacy in the face of the ucter complexity and mystery of the
divine order.” Modern theology, however, has too often failed to acknow-
ledge “the limitation of the human intellect in its attempts to unravel cthe
mystery of God's action in the world.” The modern theologian needs to
be reminded that
a true and truly Christian theology will surely be deeply rooted in
revei_atic'n and tradition, in worship and prayer in the Christian com-
munity, in compassion and setvice in the world, in fear and trembling
beﬂ:;e the wonder of the Christian gospel, and in humble dependence
::e {;eﬂzz arZi :iien;y of the Holy SEirir. Yet precisely these nates
course.” g from the prevailing canons of theological dis-
Revelation, worshi "
theolog e ;gﬁ%ﬁj‘n‘i tradition are the :'fundamental womb” in which
——-28Y 18 conceived, develops and flourishes. Yet ironicall
¥, too many

divine reve

nds a cultivation of the virtue of

_seminaries hav
e deserred these sources ina misguided attemptt
2 r a ocommu-

nicate th —
e gospel : -
_:@E[E_e_f'fect_l_vely_to their surround; ng culture. As a sad
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expectation on many seminary campuses “that each theological student
must, in the space of a semester or so and after a short period of study,
develop his or her own creed and shortly thereafter be licensed to inflict
this creed on the church at large.”

Tracy, Wilken, Oden and Abraham agree that the Enlighrenment has
significantly influenced how modern theologians go abour their business
and how modern Christians tend to read the Bible. Most, if nort all,
Western theologians—whether they be conservative or liberal—are chil-
dren of the Enlightenment. Some, such as Tracy, welcome this family
heritage, while Wilken, Oden and Abraham are much more guarded in
their response to this development. If we are to understand how the
church fathers read Scripture and to effectively enter their world, it is
particularly important for us to examine carefully our own modern En-
lightenment and post-Enlightenment background.

Positively, many Enlightenment thinkers, horrified and repulsed by
years of religious warfare, championed religious tolerarion, freedom of
conscience, the expansion of political liberty, democratic principles and
philosophy, legal reform and humane punishment. Peter Gay righcly
reminds us that Enlightenment leaders were in the forefront of expanding
freedom on a number of important fronts: “freedom from arbitrary power,
freedom of speech, freedom of rrade, freedom to realize one's talents,
freedom of aesthetic response . . ."”

Less positive was the drift among many of the Enlightenment’s leading
lights to question increasingly the coherence, significance and moral
stance of Christian doctrine and authority. Stubborn adherence to theo-
logical and ecclesiastical tradicion and perspective always ended, it seemed
to many, with someone getting tried, torcured or killed.

This is not to say that the majority of Enlightenment thinkers imme-
diately deserced belief in God. Voltaire argued thar belief in God was a
necessary support for a rational, moral life for all but the most advanced
philosophers. “I want my attorney, my tailor, my servants, even my wife
to believe in God, and I think that then I shall be robbed and cuckolded
less often.”® And yet the theology underpinning the religious belief advo-
cated by Volraire and others was a drastically pared down faith; fine

theological distinctions and ecclesiastical dogmas would continue to be

subjected to the grid of Enlightenment rationality and viewed with ever

increasing suspicion.

T ]
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“Once your faith . « « persuades you o believe what your intelligence

declares to be absurd, beware lest you likewise sacrifice your reason in the
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ube in the value of the church's heritage and authority. Key

raising do s
mathematics and philosophy indicated that

developments in science, ;
uman reason was capable of astounding feats. The work of Bacon,
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however, were not the only factors

Galileo, Descartes, Newton and Kepler opened up new vistas for the

Western mind. Unrecognized and unexpected worlds appeared overnight

and begged for exploration. For oo long religious superstition and oppres-
] o . ’ . wll

sive tradition had shackled reason and stifled its potential.

For many, the principle of reason promised to free Europe from its
religiously troubled past. Perhaps, on the basis of reason irseif, humanicy
could delineare a way of thinking and living religiously that could avoid
past mistakes and open up new horizons for the future. Freeing the mind
i;“m_rf_?ff_ superstitions and restraints could only facilitate chis process.
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and “traditional” Christian cosmofogy. How [c—ng would thinkers perceive
the Earth and humanity as the center of God's purposes if the Sun and
Earth were perceived "as merely two bodies among countless others
moving through a boundless neutral void"?" Even a deeply commicted
Christian thinker such as Pascal appeared to shiver before the dimensions
and implications of the new universe. “I am terrified by the eternal silence
of these infinite spaces.””

With the increasing incongruity of the Enlightenment and Chrissian
worldviews, would God long remain a necessary hypothesis in a world
where human reason possessed the necessary keys ;o u_r;lc.;ck Ii_-f_e_'s deepest
mysteries? As the years passed a palpable drift away from classical Chris-
tian orcthodoxy rippled through Western culcure.

For the first time in its long history European culture freed itself from
its Christian parentage. While Enlightenment thinkers increasingly dis-
counted the claims of revealed religion as reliable sources of truth and
guidance, natural religion—founded upon universal principles and laws
available to all people through the exercise of reason—promised to be a
rich resource of insight for a new world breaking free from its past. "Whart
was truly important had been written by the Creator in the great book of
nature left open for all to read.”™

Some attempted to retain Christianity as the most reliable interpreter
of nature’s religion. For many the Enlightenment’s deep skepricism re-
garding the possibility of a supernaturally revealed interpretation in an
authorirative text undercur the openness of the universe to God's inter-
vention. Before long many Western thinkers bred on Enlightenment
presuppositions would comprehend the world as a closed system of cause
and effeer, with lictle room left for God to operate. As Clark Pinnock
obsecves, “The conception of a unified world, everywhere subject to the
inexorable sequence of nacural causes and effects, became the dominant
mentality. The biblical history of salvation could only be regarded as
mych.”"

Wich astonishing speed, the progeny of early Enlightenment thinkers
were soon to cast aside the necessity of a Christian framework for inter-
preting reality. Atheism became 2 widely accepted philosophical option

for the first cime in Western history. Ludwig Feuerbach interpreted God
as the projection of humanity’s deepest hopes and concerns. Karl Marx

portrayed religious belief as a narcortic designed to sedare the proletariat

T
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prise itself. Moderns now want to see t.hcms_elvcs as creators c?f cheir
own destinies, to live lives in no way undergirded by God or directed
by any sacred rules bu set within the realm of blind matrer running its
heedless course. What is real for such people are the profane, contin-
gent, and blind causes that produced them and the artifacts and sacial
insticutions they have created for themselves. Life begins with birth
and ends with death—there is literally no other meaning than the
meaning they create for themselves.'®
In retrospect, the philosophical and theological optimism of the Enlight-
enment shocks our sensibilities. Yes, certain Enlightenment principles
have led to significant political reforms and technological advances. What
fs most striking and troubling in the Enlightenment perspective, though,
is irs naive confidence that reason operates autonomously, largely free

from the effects of persq!]_a_];}:l—_l'_._s.]::!__q.f‘.il_:liﬂri, social context, cultural back-
Sf?ﬁfirf{]s_{?us community. Not only does postmodern philosophy
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to self-deception, rooted in
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The Enlightenment perspective stood this approach on its head. Un-
derstanding would lead to a mature faith, racher than the reverse. Hence,
those aspects of the Christian tradition that failed to meet the standards
of human reason—liberated, autonomous reason—were regarded with
suspicion and for many ultimately discarded. Is it surprising that the
resurrection, incarnation, Trinity, miracles and other revelarory gifts soon
became negotiables?

While one might hope that conservative Christians had escaped from
the Enlightenment’s crippling theological methodology, evangelical her-
meneutics, particularly in the United Scates, has been particularly shaped
by certain key Enlightenment presuppositions. Mark Noll, for 'e-xample.
has chronicled the attempt of conservative evangelical scholars to inter-
pret the Bible by means of key Enlightenment categories.” Evangelical
scholars asr_w:ntegl to the Enlightenment’s deep suspicion of T
proceeded to produce a traditionless hermeneuric. The "Bible alone”
survived the Enligh cenﬁféﬁf assaulc agzﬁsfri-a&i:ion. but only by becom-
iﬁg a timeless text filled with facts to be scientifically identified, analyzed
and categorized.

To use Noll's words, “the ‘Bible alone’ (in both senses of the term—as
the supreme religious auchority but also as the only hereditary authority)
survived the assault on tradition that characterized the era.”’* As Nathan

Hatch observes, the Bible “very easily became . . . ‘a book dropped from
ruld

the skies for all sorts of men ro use in their own way.

Noll explains that conservarive Christians widely expected thatas they
exercised cheir renewed reason under the guidance of the Holy Spirit they
could both underscand the Bible and restore the church to its New
Testament purity. The church’s history of exegesis, its cradicion of read-
ing che Bible since the founding of the initial Christian community in
Jerusalem, now became an enemy to be avoided if one was to read the Bible
correctly and safely. Alexander Campbell, a leading light in the Restora-
set the tone for many others: “I have endeavored to

tionist movement, o
before me.”

read the Scriptures as though no one had read them

The Enlightenment’s imprint lefr its mark as many evangelicals | treated
the Bible as a scientific text to be inductively studied through renewed
reason alone. “The Scriptures admit of being studied and expounded upon
the principles of the inductive method,” James S. Lamar wrote in 1859 in
his Organon of Scripture; or, The Inductive Method of Biblical Interpretation,

4
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fenti h to reading Scripture we . ‘

Sclg‘*ti:‘:::t[:: O']a';eolog;r is the collecting, scientifically arranging, compar-
:.(S

ing, exhibiting, and defending of al fact Bipip gay S evsey ey
cecning God and His work. . . » The student of the Scriptures. .,
con : .
will discover that God’s great time-periods, characerized as they are
by specific divine purposes, fall into a wgll-deﬁned order. — God's
program is as important €0 the theologian as the quepr:.nt to the
builder or the chart to the marine. . » » Theology, as a science, has
neglected this great field of revelation [typology]. « - « Contemplation
of the doctrine of human conduct belongs properly to a science which
purports to discover, classify, and exhibit the great doctrines of the
Bible. . . .. [T]he science of interpretation [is] usually designated
hermeneutics. ... [L]ogical procedure and scientific method [are the keys
to hermeneutics].”
Chafer’s interest in typology resonates well with many church fathers'
interest in the same subject. How surprising, then, to see the commeon
Enlightenment deprecation of tradition’s possible contributions as a her-
mem..‘utical plank in Chafer’s methodology. Indeed, Noll observes a self-
confj:deme in Protestant fundamentalism “bordering on hubris,
rrmm.fe.s‘ted by an extreme antitraditionalism that casually discounted the
F{;ss:::ht}v' of wisdom from earlier generations.”” Noll notes that Chafer
e :c ?hli l.ack of formal theological training was actually an advantage,
T .
sy, Sl from past errors that might influence his own reading of
the Bible. In Chafer's words, “Th
: ) S, “Ihe very fact that I did not study a
prescribed course in theolo de i ;
: 4 g¥ made 1t possible for me to approach the
subject with an unprejudiced mind and to b PP .
the Bible actually teaches ¢ to be concerned only with what
Noll contrasts Crai isi
_ g Blaising, ; = ;
rightly critiques Chafer for hssgi,;t;mfmp"fﬂr dispensationalist, who
its affect upon the biblica! j & distegard of historical context and
iblical interpreter. Chafer, Blajsi :
possessed no methudalogicai a L TG IHites,
wareness of the historicity of interpre-
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tation. . .. Furthermore, this hermeneutical deficiency was structured
into the very meaning of dispensational thought and practice in its
advocacy of clear, plain, normal, or literal interpretation. . . . We have,
then, a generation of theologians who find identity in a self-conscious
hermeneutic that lacks methodological awareness of the historical
nature of interpretation.”
Blaising correctly contends that “all theological thought, including one’s
own theological thought, is historically conditioned by the tradition to
which that theologian belongs as well as personal and cultural factors such
as education or experience.” The question “which tradition?” must then
replace the ephemeral hope of sidestepping tradition all rogether.

Escape from Tradition?

Recent developments indicate the Enlightenment attempt to sidestep all
authority and tradition outside of the auronomous reasoning individual
represents simply another intellectual and cultural eradition, “a tradition
of disparaging the value of tradition.””” While chinkers rooted in the
Enlightenment’s optimistic understanding of "history as progress” tend
to keep their eyes forward, Roger Lundin is closer to the truth in arguing
that “truch might reside in traditions chat have been repressed, neglected,
or forgotten and that stand in need of recuperation.”

Robert Wilken claims that the Enlightenment's exaggerated suspicion
of tradition has led to the astonishing modern incapacity to “accepe with
gratitude what has come before it and what has been done on its behalf.”
e reminds us that human reason refuses to function within a vacuum.
Ruther, ic is “found within rather than outside of things; it is not an
abstract qualicy thart exists independently in the human mind.” If so, it is
inherently and immensely reasonable to “allow one’s hands to be guided

h to go it alone, as though one could learn to play

by a master, and foolis 2
e
5.

the violin or sculpr a statue by studying a set of instruction
elds of creative work, immersion in tradition is the presup-
d originalicy. Think, for example, of music.
feen listen to a jazz show on National Public
Radio that features interviews with famous and not-so-famous jazz
pianists, saxophonists, drummers, trumpeters, etc., and Iam regularly
struck at how they speak with such respect of teachers and masters,
and how to a person they Jearned to play the piano by first playing in

In many £
position for excellence an
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“:;;E:s :r:: writers and sculprors, know in their ﬁngcrtiPs or vocal

fards or ears that imitation i the way to excellence and origin alicy,®

The same can be said for the intellectual life and ihealoglcai work. As
Thomas Oden puts it, watching the church fathers “play theology is like
field or Duke Ellingron play ‘Sophisti-

watching Willie Mays play center Sopl
cated Lady.”” If, as Wilken argues, the “way we learn to think is by
reading good thinkers and lecting their thoughts form our thoughts,” it is
best to submit oneself to learn from chose writers who have demonstrated

e who have been tested by the years

their trustworchiness over time, thos
and Tound to be reliable interpreters of God's redeeming act in Christ.
Wilken reminds us with Augustine that authority can designate trust-
worthiness rather than power, a trust established “through teaching with
truchfulness,” residing “in a person who by actions as well as words invites
trust and confidence. . . . The student’s trust is won not simply by words
bue also by actions, by the kind of person the teacher is—in short, by
character.””
Wilken's perspective, one shaped by years of immersion in the writings
of the c}.mrch fathers, offers a sound alternative to the exaggerated epis-
r“-‘:""’{"stﬂl_ and theological individualism prevalent today. Christians,
Wilken insists, will find their identity only by recalling an unimagined
e Wy e
how one lives are an inSEParabI: Tv[? nl “""1:_3':_9“‘3 ‘thmks, “:Fh(') i I%J -
reality frequently reflected in th o acilitating a holistic reading of
e writings of the church fathers.
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which each individual, on the basis of reason alone, interprets not only
the biblical rext but the universe. Postmodern hermeneutics has helped
us to see that our cultural, historical and social environmens affacts ;::d
conditions what we see and understand of another’s texr and world.
The danger of the postmodern corrective lies in its tendency rocollapse
ontology, epistemalogy and ethics into interpretation itself. As Richard
Rorty states, “Hermeneutics . . . is what we ger when we are no longer
episremolugical." ?ostmcdern interpreters, then, are “interested not so
much in what is out there in the world, or in what happened in history,
as in what we can get our of nature and history for our own uses.” Reger
Lundin argues that many have lost faith in the power of language tomirror
cruth. Instead, we employ language as a “therapeutic” rool "to help us get
what we desire.””” The resulr is Lundin's "culture of interpretation” in
which the isolated, expressive, autonomous self runs wild across a subjec-
tive landscape. Or, as Alasdair MacInryre observes, “subjecrive perspec-
tivism” triumphs because the postmodernist assumes the only alternative
to the Enlightenment confidence in autonomous rationality is postmod-
ern subjectivism.” Lundin describes this development:
At a time when confidence in epistemology has eroded significantly,
perspectivism appears to afford an opportuniy for the isolated self—
which has been at the center of Western science, philosophy, and art
for more than three cenruries—to sustain its fairh in its own powers.
fonger believein the ability of the selfto achieve
able knowledge, we are still able,
eration, to sustain faith

Even though we may no
moral pt‘rfccrion of to acquire indubic
through our contemporary theories of interpr

in that self’s ability to find sarisfaction through the exercise of its

creative powers.
Lundin highlights the guestions of postmodern philosophers such as

Stanley Fish who ask, "Can we any longer speak of absolute values or
authorities outside of ourselves?” And what of tradirion? Can the past
reach us and teach us? Or are its riches forever hidden behind an impene-
trable interpretive wall? If so, the resuit‘is what Nicholas \\'aitcrst'orff
calls "in[t:rpremticn-univ " in which, as C. Srephf:n Evans writes,
“ceality cannot be known as it is in itself, buc only as it appears to us
humans. We only know things relative to our hu.m:.n concept,ualz s?'stcms,
and such systems are irreducibly plural and contingent. . .- 1t’s all interpre-

ersalism
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Not only does interpretati serve as vehicles of manip UIM.EDH' exploita.
munication, .~ and are attempts by authors to impose thej,
tion and ‘.’;PPF'esSIZjJ upon us. Thus, the interpreter must handle texys
undcrstaﬂ'l'-j'rng Offz ,;E:uii:n. Only our own hermeneurtical shield can
with suspicicn .-1:;' ¢ inevitable atcempt of other authors to overpower

rotect us jrom ularly known as the hermeneurics of suspicion. Whar's
qu_h?di?a;sia? wz, 25k. As C. Stephen Evans warns s.'jm' rifﬁﬂy' "S:cp

:s::fc, Foucault: To find the truth you gotta ﬂ't’fd between the lines.
¢? Vicrory goes to the author who

Which author’s perspective is correc
es the greatest chetorical skill and policical power. Interpretation

possess :
engulfs all reality and becomes the survival of the fittest, or perhaps the
most clever. In Roger Lundin’s words, “Instead of appealing ro authority

outside ourselves, we can only seek to marshal our rhetorical abilities to
noes and to
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bt rexts actually

wage the political battles necessary to protect our own prefere

prohibit expressions of preference that threaten or annoy us.”
In fact, as Stanley Fish argues, a society built on postmodern herme-

neutical principles is in reality a society of pragmatists, Truth is trans-
muted into what works, personal and corporate preferences, private
pleasures. “All preferences are principled,” Fish contends.™ Richard Rorty
defines the just society as “one which has no purpose except freedom. It
has no purpose excepr to make life easier for pocts and revolurionaries
while seeing to it that they make life harder for others only by words, and
not deeds.”™ Freedom, it seems, is the only absolute the postmodern
Flra.gma:is: can affirm, but it is difficulc to discern how one would form a
viable B:h.ic on the basis of freedom alone. Virtues effectively developed
:;i’::::‘;i:;:ni :: : ;ﬂ:ﬁ’!mur;al sct:ng are destined to ‘wi:-hc.-rl or be
i AliiE pragmatiuns F pernaps, u.r nevertheless perishing in the
postmodernism.

The Present State of Affairs
So where do w
eli i
) :I:lo;rs?hes in the late ewentieth century? The autono-
naive. Interpretatio ¢ Enlightenment h5 Proven to be self-deceived and
i 1o rh:}:n.di:he acquisition of knowledge do not occur in a
k 1
SIgNts the postmodernises offer scem to lead to the

cul-de-sac of ;
Pragmatis ol
g ™ and perspectivism, Is there a way out? Or have

€ po, j ,'
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complete rejection? MacIntyre might well fault us ar this point for erring
in our concept of tradition. Perhaps, “a genuine tradicion is not marked
by unreflective rigidity but is distinguished by its very abiliry to respond
to legitimate challenges; in meeting such challenges, the tradizion may
expand or modify itself in previously unchalienged ways.™

It is my belief that the tradition embodied in the refiections of the
church fathers on Scripture possesses the flexibility and responsiveness
to meet the interpretive and echical challenges the contemporary world
poses. Of course, many will doubt the wisdom and viabiliry of arrempting
to build a bridge between the world of che fachers and the contemporary
world. Enlightenment modernists, s:ill advocating the epistemological
sufficiency of autonomous reason, wil bristle at the need to lock beyond
their own rational capabilities. Postmodernises will chuckle at my naivesé,
viewing my attempt to link with another’s world as an exercise in furilicy
and disguised exploitation. At best, they will argue, my interpretation of
early Christian thought and culture will not harm others and may increase
my own benefic and pleasure. The hermeneutical distance berween our
ewo worlds, though, will remain unbridgeable and I deceive myself ro
think otherwise.

Many conservative Prorestant interpreters, though uncomfortable to
find themselves slumbering with Enlightenment and postmodernist bed-
ellows, will fail to discern or acknowledge the necessity of studying the
fathers. The deep-seated Protestant suspicion of tradition and its confi-
dence in che ability of renewed reason alone to understand Scriprure will
lead many to shy away from investing time and energy in exploring
patristic thoughe, believing it better to focus on the world of the Bible
iself. The intervening centuries, some will assert, have largely been
characterized by distortion and error, especially in the Roman Catholic
and Orchodox worlds. To return to the fathers as a source of interpreta-
tion appears to necessitate a recurn to Rome or Constantinople. For some,
cadical reformers such as Menno Simons seem much closer to the truth
in their call for a return to the pristine world of the early first-century

Christian community. F

Some early Christian writers struggled with similar issues. Tertulh:jm,
writing in the third century, strongly argued thar the Chrisrif'm faith
would only develop safely within its own cultural, philosophical and

biblical cocoon:
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Yet if we succeed in building a bridge to the Farher.s' world, what wi‘I[ we
find when we arrive at their front steps? Will we discover and experience
a hospitable environment? Will we be fed or choked by the food r%"-’}" offer
us? Can a patristic writer's ideas be relevant and comprehensible to a
contemporary person?

Conceprual and ethical bridgebuilding is never easy, whether we are
attemptring to understand the world of the church fathers or Scriprure
icself. How well, for example, can one expect acontemporary person raised
in a sexually overheated society to understand the idea of chastity? As Tim
Stafford observes, “Look at the magazine covers in the grocery-store
check-our line, and you will be reminded of how crazy the biblical view
sounds to modern people. The ordinary North American rakes it as agiven
that people want things that are not theirs. . . . Of course a woman looks
:E:;:l j::i:?;i a:a:]t::nin!:ss h:w jocfi he wot?Id be Iin bed. Wh.ﬁt,,is; wrong
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around for some object for my love, since I badly wanted to love
something....Toloveand have my love returned was my heart’s desire,
and it would be all the sweeter if I could also enjoy the body of the ong
who loved me®
Perhaps the Greek and Roman world provides more parallels and possi-
bilities for mutual understanding than one would have thoughre ar first
glance. As we have seen, both the Roman and contemporary world are
sexually fevered and confused. What of Western society’s materialistic,
self-centered and self-indulgent propensities? Was the world of the fa-
thers any less so? Extravagance and self-indulgence mark both ages, both
without the church and within. One thinks of the Roman emperor
Vitellius, formerly the male prostitute of Tiberius, avid gambler, master
of ceremonies for Nero’s debut on the Roman stage and nororius glurton.
Suetonius describes a particularly coszly night oue:
The most notorious feast of the series was given him by his brother on
his entry into Rome: 2,000 magnificent fish and 7,000 game birds are
said to have been served. Yet even this hardly compares in luxurious-
ness with a single tremendously large dish which Vitellius dedicated
to the goddess Minerva and named ‘Shield of Minerva the Protectress.’
The recipe called for pike-livers, pheasant-brains, peacock-brains, fla-
mingo-tongues, and lamprey-milt; and che ingredients, collected in
every corner of the empire from the Parchian froncier to the Spanish
Strait (Serairs of Gibralear) were brought to Rome by warships.®
Vitellius survived his binges through the use of emerics, but one feels for
his friends. We symparhize with Quincus Vibius Crispus, a frequent host
for Vicellius's prolonged suppers, who "was once compelled by illness to
absent himself for some days from the convivial board. But this, he
commented privately to an associate, had saved his life. ‘If I had not fallen
il," he declared, 'I should have died.”"¥
Sadly enough, we find church fathers such as Clement of Alexandria
encountering this same propensity toward extravagance and self-indul-
gence in their own congregations:
Those who take delight in what they have hoarded up in their store-
houses are foolish in their greed. . . . It is farcical and downright
ridiculous for men to bring out urinals of silver and chamber-pots of
transparent alabaster as if they were introducing their advisors, and for
rich women in their silliness to have gold receptacles for excrements
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Through Qther Lenses

All to speak for a moment of my own culture, that of the United
llow me

States of America. Most Americans have grown up spe:.;k.mg jnd reacfing
only eone language. Enlightenment ideals hf'r"! deeply *h?EB American
culture—philosophically, politically, SCE-‘?“’-IIY and rel:glous.ly. _M‘:‘St
Americans have been raised in nuclear families. Some have had significant
relationships with grandparents and aunts and uncles. Others have not.
Too many Americans have suffered the pain of growing up with only one
parent as a result of divorce. Economic opportunities abound for many
Armericans. Many Americans are accustomed to a high standard of living.
We tend to view our money and possessions as our own private sphere.
Prying eyes are not welcome here. Sexual issues occupy much of our
thinking, perhaps exaggeratedly so. Increasingly, we have more and more
leisure time. We are entertainment oriented and media driven. Violence
both repels and attracts us. We know what we wanr and we wanr iz now.
If“m‘*dif:? self-gratification appears to be a top priority. We have a hard
:me WRIKng, "-"'E‘-Iﬂhﬂ' it be at the grocery store check-out counter, the
&‘;;::;;:tzliﬁ::‘:?r:inal orin church. While other characteiistics of

gt occur to other Americans,
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Learning to read the Bible through the eyes of Christians from a
different time and place will readily reveal the distorting effect of our own
cultural, historical, linguistic, philosophical and, yes, even th eclogical
lenses. This is not to assert chat the fathers did not have their own warped
perspectives andblind spots. [tis toargue, however, thatwe wilinot arrive
at perspective and clarity regarding our own strengrhs and weaknesses if
we refuse to look beyond our own theological and hermeneutical noses.
God has been active throughout the church’s history and we rob ourselves
of the Holy Spirit’s gifts if we refuse to budge beyond the comfort zone
of our own ideas.

Michael Casey offers wise advice at this juncture. He reminds us thar
“the Holy Spirit did not cease being active in the Church with che last
page of the New Testament.” Rather, throughourt the ceaturies Scriprure
and God’s Spirit "have so infused the lives of countless men and women
that they themselves became living gospels.” As these Christians—in this
case the church fathers—lived and thought out the implications of the
Bible, the latent wisdom of Scriprure bubbled to the surface in their
sermons, commentaries, treatises and prayers. This did not happen infal-
libly or inerrantly burt in such a manner thac Christians living in later ages
can still drink profirably from the well of patristic exegesis.

Such insights were not auromatically guaranteed. It was only when

generations of believers found in them accurate reflections of theirown

spiritual experience that these secondary texes began to have some
measure of auctoritas, . . . Just as a good preacher can make the inspired
word come alive for those who hear, so reading these classical Christian
treatises can help translare the Bible from the pasc of history to the
present of our own lives,”
As we have seen, many postmodern interpreters doube the possibility of
genuinely entering another’s world. I disagree, burt realize the task is a
formidable one, requiring certain dispositions on the part of the voyager.
Foremost among these is humility—a willingness to admit that our own
self-estimation is often inflated and exaggerared. \Ve must be com’in_cE‘_:l
that the church fathers, people who often spoke differently and lived
strangely— at lease at first glance—actually have something they can teach
us. Our ability to learn from them wiﬂ"largc[}' be determined by our
willingness to remain quiet and simply listen, perhaps listen more fer-
vently than we have for a long time. In turn, our willingness to listen will
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of Ambrose comé
For there is but one [rue ceacher, the only one who never learned wha,

he taught everyone. But men have first to learn what they are to teach,
c .
and receive from him what they are to give to others. Now what ough¢

we to learn before everything else, but to be silent that we may be ab]e
rospeak?... It is seldom that anyone is silent, even when speaking does

him negnod.” .
Listening will not come easily. We will struggle to overcome deep-set

suspicions. Past prejudices will need silencing. Some of us will be tempted
to react too quickly to perceived error. _We will need to familiarize
ourselves with new words, themes and concepts. And yet the effort will
pn-:-vé .rewarding ifwe persevere. One of my goals in this book is to provide
as broad an informational and conceptual grid as possible for under-

standing the thought of the fathers as they read the Bible.
My counsel is to surround your entrance into the world of che fathers

with humility, self-awareness, alistening ear, prayer and a sense of humor,
It is better to chuckle ar the periodic patristic quirk than to allow our
self-righteous anger to wall off their insights. We are all prone to error.
We are all quick to spot the exegetical log in our brother or sister's eye.
Weareall apt to be blind to our own weaknesses in reading Scripture. We
are all hermeneutically disabled in one area or another. How can we hope
to under:stand the Bible if we needlessly cut ourselves off from our own
men.m.m I‘?ls reflection and history? We need one another and each
;’;:.:.’t g:;firf; fg_sr and !Jresen!‘,_ilf: we are to understand the Bible. The
SR re especially sensitive to the necessity of humility and
o EZI i hone "as to comprehend Scriprure:
4 cvn:::y w:e;:: t:::; of another old man who persevered in fasting for
meaning of ] 5 ;erta.::;g il On.ce 2 week. He asked of God abour [the
it to him, He sajd to h?:: algfe:n holy Ser ipture and God did not reveal
and it has been of ng Prof;l: ;:o o l.;ow.mm:h labor I have undertaken
and ask him aboyr it.”" He we - W ill go, therefore, to my br other
and an angel of the Lorq was :t uumd.e and closed the door to go out
ent to him, saying, “The seventy weeks
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you fasted did not make you any closer to God. Now, because you have

been humbled and are going off to your brother, I have been sent to

explain the passage to you.” He opened to him what he soughrand then

went away.
We will occasionally find the fathers infuriating, dense and perplexing. At
other times we will wonder, Why have I never seen this in the Bible
before? Why was I never taugl‘lt this? How could I have been so blind? In
their best moments the fathers will lead us into a renewed sense of
wonder, awe and reverence for God and the gospel. Through the fathers’
influence, prayer and worship may well become more frequent compan-
ions to our exegetical study. And though greater familiarity with the
fathers will periodically magnify their own weaknesses, our own blind
spots will be much more clear to us because of the time we have spent
with figures such as Augustine, Chrysostom, Athanasius, Jerome, Gre-
gory of Nazianzus, Basil, Ambrose or Gregory the Great.

What are the blind spots in our culture or our own lives that need to
be exposed to the light of ancient wisdom? Francis Young believes thar
the church fathers belonged to an important incellectual tradition and
wrestled with many of the same issues theologians, philosophers, pastors,
and laypeople face today. “To see these questions debared in a quite
different intellectual [and historical serring]” is edifying, says Young, “for
it enables us to step outside our own culturally-conditioned presupposi-
tions and see the issues” in a clearer light.” The distance between the
contemporary reader and the fathers, then, can genuinely become an
advantage to be appreciated. Michael Casey describes the liberation made

possible by this disrance:
One of the factors that I appreciate in reading ancient autchors is that

they come from adistan ¢ culture. This means they build on adistinctive
infrastructure of beliefs and values. When they comment on a text or

discourse on a value, they approach things froma different angle and
y. This is not to assert that their

so often have something original to sa
cultural values were necessarily better than ours. It simp
they were more aware of some aspects of truth than we a
we know more than them in some matters. When we have recourse to
we have the opportunity to compensate for the
n our particular culture. They help us move

wisdom by challenging many of our presuppo-

ly means that
re—just as

writers of antiquity,
blind spots inherent i
toward a more integral
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Hermeneutical Proximity ‘
New Testament scholar Dale C. Allison Jr., a leading authority on the

Gospel of Matthew, comments char Matthew “did not trumpet all his
intentions.” Although Matthew's agenda is clear in many instances,
Allison observes that “healso left much, even of importance, unsaid.” For
example, Matthew includes the names of four women in his opening
genealogy of Jesus’ heritage, but never tells us why. What is he up to?
Allison speculates that “Perhaps our evangelist expected too much of his
readers. Or—and this is my own supposition—his first readers were
better equipped than us.” Thatis, Matthew's initial readers “had a knowl-
edge we lack, a knowledge . . . of the tradition behind the Gospel, which
tradition has ceased to be.”

Not only does Matthew not inform the reader as to all his intentions,
buf %!e also fails “to instruct us about his literary methods.” Matthew is
“I:m:g within the context of common cultural and licerary conventions
ZU::Et;;:?;i}i‘::?i:i:;i ﬁ[j‘»t ceaders. There is no need to explain
readers. They will have to hunt ﬁ;r :‘nce th'e Pm?’lﬁm fOTIEUnECEI’I'Porﬂry
slssadyiisrsceio onventional information earlier folk

Allison see ,

o et e e kB
anything but detachable ornamentar; mam?ns and allusions—which are
and so teach that Matthew is not asel?’n__dlre“ the reader toother books”
Matthew’s Gospel, Allison understa ;—;oﬂta.l ned entity: much is missing:
in the context of other texts rEIS’ lSrii?ulates that it be interprered
»++« [IJtis, in a fundamental sense, an

- ;
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incomplete urterance, a book LB
supply what is missing, a rea:j: - hOIEE"‘ v g
_ J possessing the knowledge Marchew
presupposes, Whlch comes from “a pre-existing collection of interacting
text's, the Jewish E:lble-" Martchew's text, then, is a "mnemonic device,
designed . -+ t0 trigger intertextual exchanges which depend upon in-
formed and imaginative reading.” :

The central problem facing contemporary readers is their lack of this
intertextual background. Without it, how are they to know when a
biblical writer is alluding to another text? ALison believes thar biblical
scholars fail ro provide the scholia readers need to spor readily the texts’
literary artistry and interconnections. “Time removes us from all texts and
subtexts and so cripples our ability to detect tacir references—which is
why, as history marches on, annotated editions of the classics, including
the Bible, become longer and longer.” i

The central difficulty is the contemporary reader’s “histo rically condi-
tioned deafness to oblique allusions in the Bible.” In fact, because of our
deafness we can begin to doube whether allusions are present at all. Are
the musical notes genuinely present in the text or not? Before we conclude
that we are simply imagining false melodies, however, Allison provides a
helpful contemporary analogy.

Those who habitually listen to music over the radio can often identify
r hearing just the smallest portion of it. There are
hich require people to name a
nsic pt from it, one lasting no

more than a second or two, and consisting ofno more than two or three
notes or chords. The uninitiaced will discern only noise. But to those
with the requisite musical knowledge (gained, be it noted, not through
but through effortless liscening), the briefest extract can

{bum, a musical group. Was it maybe
f Matthew?

a popular song afte
in Fact contests—1 have heard chem—w
al picce after hearing only 2 slight excer

arduous study
conjure up a world:
not similar with those Jews w

Are we not somerimes forced to p
ich were once imm

a 5011g. an a
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At this juncture the hermeneutica
text is especially helpful. “For they were,
first century Christians than we are—for t
and moved and had their being in the Scriptures:

of the fathers to the biblical
in so many ways, closer to the
hey, unlike most of us, lived
" In many ways, the
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h;;ybsacause of their educational methods, magnificent memorization
Lills. And they still heard Scripture chanted. They were accordingly
sctuned to hear things weno longer hear, things which we can only see
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book an allusion to the OT that the Fathers did not find, the burden

of proof is on us; and if they detected an allusion which we—here I am
thinking of modern commentaries— have not detected, investigation
is in order.
How might Allison's viewpoint on the fathers encourage biblical scholars
and readers to understand and interact with the Bible more effectively?
Referring to Jesus’ statement in the Beatitudes, “Blessed are the meek, for
they shall inherit the earth,” Allison admits, “No commentary known to
me—this includes my own—refers to Moses in connection with Matt.
5:5." And yet, Allison observes, Chrysostom, Theodoret of Cyrrhus and
Eusebius link Moses to Jesus’ teaching. Theodoret cites Numbers 12:3,a
text referring to Moses as “very meek, more than all men thar were on the
face of: the earth.” Eusebius comments that “whereas Jesus promised the
meek inheritance of the earth, Moses promised Israel inheritance of the
land.” Allison suggests:
Pﬂha[?s we should follow the interpretive lead of Theodoret and
;Euseb:;:s and set Matt. 5:5 against the Moses traditions. Moses was,
:;:11:2 d‘:’i:ﬂi 1’2’:;“?1[?!;[:& promised the Israelites inheritance of
—— unexpecrg:e hl not enter the land. From this last fact,
one might extract that t}? ?»e engenfi ered much rabbinic reflection,
never gained, On sy hr =k ird beatitude pledges something Moses
covenan ch an interpretation, the members of the new
t would be more blessed than he chi £
the past, the meek one did not SehisRgnporan bl o
of Ged has come, “the meek S:‘-&!EIBI: L l.a“d, now, that the kingdom
Mate. 11:11; the least in the kingd inherit the earth.” One thinks of
those who came before, ingdom of heaven is greater than all of
d
s:;? : ;}lliz Si‘:’:; jllusicn in_Marthew 5:5, He
uld be seriously considered,
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chat it has fruitful homiletical possibilities, and that it clearly tells us what
the fathers themselves heard when they listened to the passage. Again
the hermeneutical proximity of the fathers to Scripture has picked up:
tonal qualities of the text that would remain mute for modern readers if
the scholar, pastor or layperson relied solely on recent exegesis. The
fathers hear and see where we tend to be deaf and blind. )

Exegesis and Spiritual Formation

The_fathers affirmed a deep connection berween the spiritual healsh of
biblical interpreters and their abilicy to read the Bible well. For the fachers,
the Scripture was tobe studied, pondered and exegered within the conzext
of worship, reverence and holiness. The fathers considered the Bible a
holy book that opened itself to those who th emselves were progressing in
holiness through the grace and power of the Spirit. The character of the
exegete would determine in many ways what was seen or heard in the text

£, Character and exegesis were intimately related.

itsel
known work, On tire Incarnation, Achanasius

Eor example, in his well-
adamantly insists that

the searching and right understanding of the Scripture
. . One cannot possibly understand the
has apure mind and is trying to imitate
light naturally wipes his
proximation to the

s [demands] a

good life and a pure soul. .
teaching of the saints unless one
their life. . . . Anyone who wants (0 look arsun
r to make, at any rate, someap
purity of thaton which he looks; and a person wishing ro see a city of
countty goes to the place in order to do so. Similacly, anyoneé who

red writers must first cleanse

wishes to understand the mind of the sac
aincs by copying their deeds. Thus

his own life, and approach the s )
united to them in the fellowship of life, he will bmh_understanld the
things revealed to them by God and, thenceforth escaping t.he ;:erll that
chreatens sinnets in the judgment, will receive that which is laid up for
5

che saints in the kingdom of heaven. fs ol e
e E ffers much the same advice 1n Dis t

Gregory of Nazianzus 0 T el Ao 1 elbig 6
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orations. Studying and speaking well a 4 sibpei- b
everyone, not “before every audience, nor at all times, nor on 2 points;
nd before certain persons: and within certain
r

but on certain occasions, .
i 1 ose

limits.” Gregory insists that cheological study “is perm:t?cd‘only to th

: asters in meditation, and who

who have been examined, and are past @

eye clear fiest, inorde
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have been previously purified in coul and body, or at the very lease 5,
avi

I'Sﬁ
3 un’_ﬁed' oo ot
bﬂ;?g iF:her Athanasius nof Gregory envisioned exegesis ot theology ag ¢fe
e holars or theologians divorced from the life

demic activity of biblical sc .
;:Im churchor personal spiritual formation. Rather, the fathers belieyed,

hin the community of the church. The Scrip.
WHo ARE

the best exegesis 0ccurs wit
rures have been given 10 the church, are read, preached, heard ang
comprchended witkin the community of the church, and are safely inter.
hose character is continually being formed by THE FATHERS?

preted only by those W
prayer, worship, meditarion, self-examination, confession and other

means by which Christ’s grace is communicated to his body. That is to
say, the fathers argue that any divorce between personal character, Chris-
tian community and the study lnf Scripture will be fatal for any attempt
Lc_;_t;nd_ig'r_srﬂﬁ d the Bible. This holistic, communal approach is surely a
methodology that warrants a close investigation in our highly individual-
istic, specialized, segmented waorld.

The fachers’ insistence on spiritual health and integrity as we approach
the Bible is advice we must heed. Sadly, our words and lives too often do
not fit together. We are not one piece. The fathers’ call ro wholeness and
integrity, to allow our lives to be shaped by the narrative of Scripture
within the community of the church—so that we can understand and
communicate that narrative in an ever more faithful manner—is a sine
q;ta. nen ff:-r understanding how and why the fathers go about the business
:nj’:f;::: ;P:i :glﬂslf:;ie:::i :p.ir]itual lgrf:-v:rrh', cha 1-;1:-{.:;-l|'u ;'111;]1;_1‘0[1 a F.::!w 2 How did thclse men rleceire this desi.gn.lticn? Whn_t qualiﬁ..:ations
TSI ) S ﬁl‘l& patristic insight. We will examine had S be met to ceceive the ticle? Are certain fathers particuladly impor-

ture chapters. cant, in some ways in a class by themselves?
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HE APPELLATION "CHURCH FATHER" RAISES A NUMBER OF

questions for modern persons: What is a church father? Who gqualifies as
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What of the “Mothers” of the Church?
And what of “church mothers"? Were t
tributing to the life and thought of the ear
“church facher” discriminate against them, leaving modern readers with
the impression that the only significart figures in early Chrisrianity were
male? Would not a title such as “early Christian writer” be more appro-
priate and overcome the danger of misunderstanding, prejudice and dis-
crimination? Is it fair or wise t© retain such a loaded and potentially
harmful ticle as “church father” in a modern context?

Without doubt there were many significant women in the life of t
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here not signiﬁcant WwOomen con-
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