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How My Mind Has Changed 
and Remained the Same 

with Regard to 
Biblical Interpretation

By John Brunt

For some time, the Society of Biblical Literature has included 
a section at its annual sessions in which an older member 
reflects on how her or his thinking has evolved over the 

years under the title “How My Mind has Changed and Remained 
the Same.” Now that I am officially eligible to retire (although I 
do not intend to do so anytime soon), I have been emboldened to 
use this genre to express some thoughts on biblical interpretation.

Twenty-four years ago, Spectrum pub­
lished an article I wrote on this topic.1 In it,
I argued that various methodologies includ­
ed within the “historical-critical method” of 
biblical interpretation, such as source criti­
cism, form criticism, and redaction criticism, 
can be used apart from the liberal assump­
tions that often accompany them, and that 
they are legitimate tools for Adventists who 
take the inspiration of Scripture seriously 

I held that portions of the actual methods 
used involve nothing more than careful, disci­
plined observation. The parable of the wicked 
tenants in Mark 12 and parallels served as a 
test case. The article concluded: “Indeed, vir­
tually all Adventist exegetes of Scripture do

use historical-critical methodology, even if 
they are not willing to use the term. The his­
torical-critical method deserves a place in the 
armamentarium of Adventists who are seri­
ous about understanding their Bibles.”2

About that same time, I taught a course 
at Walla Walla College called ‘A Scientific 
Approach to Biblical Interpretation.” The title 
had come from the previous teacher, Malcolm 
Maxwell, but I did not change it. In the 
course, we examined the role of reason in all 
interpretation, the need for some kind of con­
trol in interpreting texts, and the usefulness 
of historical-critical methodologies in 
attempting to ascertain the original intent of 
the author. I maintained that by careful use of
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exegetical principles, the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 
and some readily available tools, the informed reader 
(and not only the scholar), could interpret the text of 
Scripture and provide a faithful exegesis.

Much has happened in the past quarter century in 
biblical interpretation. Postmodernism has shaken the 
confidence that texts even have such a thing as mean­
ing apart from a socially constructed reading by a par­
ticular community. At the other end of the spectrum, 
Adventist fundamentalists challenge the notion that 
the text needs to be interpreted at all. The faithful 
reader should just “take it as it reads.”

I continue to resist both of these positions and hold 
that although the text always needs to be interpreted, 
and although the interpreter never has some spot out­
side her or his culture from which to interpret with 
total objectivity, nevertheless, texts do convey meaning 
that transcends their interpreters. In addition, the 
humble attempt to analyze as objectively as possible 
does yield fruitful understanding of the text’s message.

My thinking has changed over the past
twenty-four years, however. I have come 
to a quite different understanding of 
what it means to “interpret” a passage of 

Scripture.3 This change comes because I now under­
stand the text of the New Testament in a different 
way. The following table summarizes this difference in 
a slightly exaggerated way to make the point.

This change has come about from an understand­

ing of the difference between oral cultures and literary 
cultures and the different role that the text plays in 
the two. Significant influences have been Walter Ong’s 
book on orality and literacy, the Semeia volume on 
orality and textuality, Paul Achtemeier’s presidential 
address at the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL) 
annual meeting in 1989, and the continuing work of 
the Bible in Ancient and Modern Media section of the 
Society of Biblical Literature.4 In addition, I have been 
influenced by Richard Rice’s emphasis on the unbibli- 
cal nature of American Christianity’s individualism.5

These works emphasize that texts have different 
functions in different kinds of cultures. Robbins differ­
entiates seven kinds of media cultures: oral, scribal, 
rhetorical, reading, literary, print, and hypertext.6 We 
are somewhere between print and hypertext in twenty- 
first century America, whereas the New Testament 
world was closest to the rhetorical. However, as Joanna 
Dewey shows, the manuscript world of the first centu­
ry had a high level of residual orality, where the writ­
ten message was primarily an aid to oral presentation.7

Richard Ward uses the works of Quintilian to show 
that when an author sent a document with a messenger 
to be read, instructions were often given on how to read, 
and even how to hold the manuscript and how to ges­
ture.3 Most biblical materials would have originally been 
experienced through the medium of oral presentation.

At a 2005 session of the Bible in Ancient and 
Modern Media, David Rhoads proposed a new disci­
pline of New Testament Studies that would explore the 
dimensions of these insights for interpretation.9 This

Old Understanding
The text is a product in itself to be read and understood

Interpretation is the task of the individual reader

The text gives religious and theological understanding 
to the individual reader

Historical-critical methodology is useful in 
interpreting the text

The use of the text in preaching and worship is the 
practical application of good exegesis and interpretation

New Understanding
The text is intended as notation to enable its oral 
presentation in a worshiping community

Interpretation takes place in community as the text is 
presented and made to come alive

The text evokes faith in a context of public worship

Historical-critical analysis is prologue to the true task 
of interpretation

Preaching and worship are the necessary culminating 
context of a process of interpretation
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discipline would analyze the performance event as the 
site of interpretation while continuing to draw on the 
insights of traditional methodologies. It would lead to 
understanding of the original oral context and might 
result in oral presentations of passages of Scripture. (At 
the session Rhoads gave an oral presentation of 
Philemon.) He suggests the name performance criticism.

Although the usefulness of the title might be ques­
tioned, there is no doubt that this perspective is impor­
tant in its recognition that biblical texts were not writ­
ten to be read by an individual reader curled up by a 
fireplace in the den, but were designed to be presented 
orally in a public setting.

Even as late as the second century, Papias had a 
clear preference for the oral over the written. In the 
following statement, quoted by Eusebius, he speaks of 
the tradition about Jesus: “And whenever anyone came 
who had been a follower of the presbyters, I inquired 
into the words of the presbyters, what Andrew or 
Peter had said, or Philip or Thomas or James or John 
or Matthew, or any other disciple of the Lord,” wrote 
Papias, “and what Aristion and the presbyter John, 
disciples of the Lord, were still saying. For I did not 
imagine that things out of books would help me as 
much as the utterances of a living and abiding voice.”10

The expectation that the New Testament texts 
were intended for oral presentation is clear within the 
New Testament itself. In Revelation 1:3, John pro­
nounces a blessing on the one who reads and those 
who hear the words of his prophecy: “Blessed is the 
one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and 
blessed are those who hear and who keep what is writ­
ten in it; for the time is near” (NRSV).

In both Revelation and Paul’s writings, hymns and 
other liturgical expressions suggest that the context of 
this oral presentation is Christian worship. In Colossians 
4:16, Paul urges the believers to share their letter so that 
it can also be read in Laodicea, and to ask the Laodiceans 
to reciprocate. “And when this letter has been read among 
you, have it read also in the church of the Laodiceans, and 
see that you read also the letter from Laodicea” (NRSV).

Of course, the lack of means for duplicating manu­
scripts, as well as the low rate of literacy, made some 
kind of oral presentation the only possible context in 
which most early Christians could have experienced 
the content of the letters.

Perhaps a useful analogy to illuminate the role of the 
text in first-century culture might be the role of musical 
notation in today’s culture. Musical scores are not writ­

ten to be read privately by individuals, but to enable per­
formance of the music. The analogy is not perfect, but 
most New Testament writings probably functioned more 
like musical notation functions today than like the novel 
you buy at Barnes and Noble functions.

No one took these manuscripts home to read them, 
but they came together to hear them read aloud, in a con­
text of worship. There can be no doubt that this was true 
for the letters and Revelation, but as much of the work of 
the Bible in Ancient and Modern Media has shown, it 
was probably true of the Gospels and Acts as well.

Walter Ong has also shown that, although people 
in oral cultures should not be considered less intelli­
gent than people in literary cultures, they do think in a 
way that is more pragmatic and less theoretical than 
we do. In addition, they think in ways that are more 
communal and less individualistic than in our culture.

N ow, what does all this mean for biblical
interpretation? I suggest that it has impli­
cations for the scope of what we consider 
to be the task of interpretation. It also has 

implications for our understanding of the content of 
the message that is interpreted.11 This article, however, 
looks only at the first of these implications.

If the original intent of the New Testament texts 
was to evoke faith by being presented orally in public 
worship, they cannot be fully interpreted by theoretical 
analysis, any more than a Beethoven symphony can be 
interpreted by theoretical analysis. Certainly musicolo­
gists and music historians can explain a lot about a 
symphony. But it takes a conductor and an orchestra to 
interpret truly, for the music is only interpreted when 
it comes alive and is heard. True interpretation is more 
than analysis; it involves performing the music so that 
the original intent of the composer can be not only dis­
cussed and analyzed, but also experienced.

Of course, the music will never live again in exactly 
the same way as the composer intended. Musical nota­
tions are inadequate to cover all the variables of presenta­
tion. And different interpreters will choose different 
methods of interpretation. For Christopher Hogwood, the 
best interpretation comes from using period instruments, 
whereas other conductors prefer modern instruments 
that they believe the composer would have included had
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such instruments been invented. Music critics and histo­
rians will argue as to which music is closer to the original 
intent of the composer. Their arguments might be based 
on extensive research and analysis. But their arguments 
do not constitute the sum total of interpretation. The 
music is interpreted when it lives again in sound.

I have heard baritone Thomas Hampson speak 
about the extensive research he does on songs in order 
to “interpret” them when he sings. The research 
involves history, culture, music theory, and much more. 
The true interpretation comes in the singing, however,

private experience, for the text was intended from the 
start to be part of a corporate worship experience.
Only when the text comes alive in oral presentation, 
song, prayer, sermon, and other aspects of worship, has 
the process of interpretation been completed.

I am not at all willing to forgo the kind of theoreti­
cal analysis of New Testament texts that I supported 
twenty-four years ago. It can help us make the text come 
alive. But neither do I believe that such analysis is the 
sum total of interpretation. Nor is the use of the text in 
preaching and worship an optional, practical application

The goal of Bible study should go beyond either private devotion or 
doctrine and should ultimately let the Bible come to life to help form and shape a

believing, worshiping community.

which benefits from, but is more than the careful 
analysis of the material he discovers in his research.

Now it is quite possible that another historian of 
music might not have Hampson’s voice and could not 
therefore interpret by singing as Hampson does. But the 
whole process of interpretation does not have to be 
accomplished by a single person. Communal collabora­
tion in the process might be necessary. The same is true 
for biblical interpretation. The interpretive process may 
necessitate teamwork within the community. Yet each 
part of the team should recognize the role it plays in the 
total process, and it should see that the process is not 
complete until the message actually comes to life again.

Now, imagine hearing the book of Revelation read 
all at once in a worship setting. There would be little 
time for the kind of theoretical, historical analysis that 
we call interpretation. Rather, if the author’s intent is 
to be realized, the images of Revelation, many familiar 
from the world of apocalyptic and the Old Testament, 
would evoke responses of trust in the One seated on 
the throne and in the Lamb, and would give courage to 
worshiping Christians.

In our day, historical analysis can help us understand 
how first-century Christians would have responded to 
the images of Revelation and what echoes from the Old 
Testament and from their culture would have sounded for 
them as the message was performed. But once this analy­
sis is completed, has the text really been “interpreted”?

I would argue that true “interpretation” means 
letting the text function for us in the same way it func­
tioned for the original hearers. This cannot be a merely

added on to the process of interpretation. Making the 
text come alive in a way that evokes faith within a wor­
shiping community is part of interpretation because it is 
part and parcel of the purpose of the text.

This is not to rule out private study of the text in 
personal reflection and devotion. The invention of 
print media opened up a new opportunity for the mes­
sage of Scripture to be conveyed, and this opportunity 
is a great blessing that expands the role of the Bible. It 
also brings the possibility of distortion and misunder­
standing, however. This privatization of Bible study 
has contributed to the kind of privatization of Chris­
tianity that Rice observes and opposes as unbiblical. 
The original intent of Scripture was not individualistic 
private devotion, but Christian community.

Unfortunately, even when the community is 
included in the role Scripture plays, biblical interpreta­
tion is often seen merely as a source for the discovery 
of doctrine, that is, what the community will believe. 
Individuals study the Bible for personal piety; the com­
munity studies to know what doctrines to believe. 
Without denying the importance of personal piety or 
doctrine, the goal of Bible study should go beyond 
either private devotion or doctrine and should ulti­
mately let the Bible come to life to help form and shape 
a believing, worshiping community. In other words, 
the end product of interpretation is neither a commen­
tary, nor a creed, but a community.

Therefore, the preacher who vividly brings the 
images of the text to life may be a much better “inter­
preter” of it than an erudite commentator who analyzes
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it with all the tools of historical criticism. But at the 
same time, the preacher who takes advantage of the 
careful analysis should have more resources available 
for deciding how to make the text come alive. If we are 
faithful to Scripture, the goal of the entire interpretive 
process should be the rehearing of the text in a context 
that evokes faith and forms community.

I can think of powerful occasions when this has 
happened. Charles Teel’s worship services on the 
book of Revelation, which have been presented in a 
variety of settings, serve as one example. Another is 
a sermon that Lou Venden preached at a Sabbath 
morning worship service a few years ago to a meet­
ing of the Adventist Society for Religious Studies.

It was at a time when some teachers who were 
part of the group were going through a storm in life, 
and Venden made the story of the shipwreck in Acts 
28 come alive in a way that comforted and inspired at 
a deeply personal level. That is genuine interpreta­
tion. The text, which was originally intended to be 
presented in a worship setting, was interpreted by 
fulfilling its original intent and making it come alive 
again for worshipers.

So what would I do differently today if called 
upon to teach the course I taught a quarter 
century ago called ‘A Scientific Approach to 
Biblical Interpretation”? First, the name would 

have to change.12 A new title might be “A Holistic 
Approach to Biblical Interpretation.” It would cover all 
the topics it covered twenty-five years ago. But it 
would also cover more.

The course would include a broader process of 
interpretation. Students would reflect on how to 
make the text live again in the public context of 
Christian worship in ways faithful to its original pur­
pose. And the course would need to go even further. 
It would need to include worship settings where “liv­
ing” Scripture was experienced, (in other words, to 
carry on the previous analogy, where students heard 
the music), for anything less would fail to complete 
the interpretive process and would fall short of the 
original intent of Scripture.
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