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THE PEOPLE OF GOD FOR THE WORD OF GOD ?1 

 “If any discussion arises over doctrine……..such a definition, upon which the pastors of the 
Church in common, invoking Christ’s Spirit, agree, will have much more weight than if each 
one,  having conceived it separately at home, should teach it to the people, or if a few private 

individuals should compose it.”2 

“Every Christian, consciously or not, brings some interpretive process to bear on the reading 
of the Bible. Every Christian also accords Scripture a unique status : God’s Word by which 

all theology, all Church life and all ethical decisions must be judged.”3 

“When I use a word, Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, it means just what I 
choose it to mean – neither more nor less.”4 

 In my earlier essay dealing with the future of the Church, I had contended that one 

positive way to enable that process for my own congregation was to consider the Church as a 

Storytelling or narrative community. The notion of Story is, to my mind, a very useful and 

powerful conceptual framework in which to place our ecclesiology and its practice. My 

question within this essay is what about the Bible ? Where does Scripture fit into that 

framework ? Does it, should it, indeed can we force Scripture into any ecclesiological  

model ?   Or should we let the Bible simply stand and speak for itself ? 

 Given my earlier narrative approach, it is my intention in this paper to consider the 

“interpretive community” approach as a way to understanding Biblical authority and 

interpretation, since it too lays stress on the importance of story and the understanding of it 

by the community of faith. First, I shall outline briefly what this approach is, from whence it 

came and who are some its chief proponents. Secondly, in a longer excursus I shall consider 

its advantages and disadvantages, both for my model of Church as narrative community, and 

more generally. Here I will rely as a counterpoint on Professor John Webster and the 

objections and concerns he raises against the “interpretative community” model.   
                                                            
1 The title of my essay is a variation of the formula we use at the end of the Scripture readings in our services  
at the Cathedral, namely : “The Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.” 
2 John Calvin Institutes of the Christian Religion edt. John T. Mc Neill (Philadelphia : Westminister Press) IV.9.13 
3 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1998 (Edinburgh : St. Andrew’s Press) p.11/5 
4 Humpty Dumpty addressing Alice in Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll (London : Marshall Cavendish, 
1987) p.159 



2 
 

Finally, I will consider some practical possibilities and challenges that might present 

themselves if  my own congregation were to view itself as an interpretive community in its 

relation to Scripture. Overall I confess I want to hold to the notion of the Church as narrative 

community and how the Bible may aid, or otherwise, that particular model. 

1. THE INTERPRETIVE COMMUNITY APPROACH  

The “interpretive community” approach to Scripture grew out of literary theory, first 

expounded in fullest form by Stanley Fish in his work Is there a text in this class ? The 

authority of Interpretive communities. 5 Based upon reader-response criticism, the purest 

form of this view would be to argue that on the page you, the reader, are currently reading 

there is not text but simply a set of odd black marks that mean nothing in or of themselves. 6 

It is only as the reader reads, that these odd notations are made sense of, interpreted. Yet the 

reader does not operate in an intellectual vacuum, the reader is part of several communities : 

society, family, work, friends, church. The cultural and epistemological assumptions of the 

communities of which the reader is part, play a major part in how the reader will both read 

and interpret the text. Thus, as Mary McClintock Fulkerson puts it : “the meaning of a text is 

a creation of an interpretive community. Meaning is constrained by communal rules for 

reading, and not by some objective perspicuous sense contained within a text.”7 Some might 

undoubtedly feel that this leads to a text having no “objective” meaning; but the meaning of 

the text will emerge in its use and context within the community. This approach to Scripture 

(or indeed any text) has value in being intellectually honest; we should always, in confronting 

a text, pause and consider what, often hidden, presuppositions we may bring to it. So, for 

example, in considering the Bible, a Roman Catholic will bring with her the understandings 

                                                            
55 Harvard University Press 1980 pp. 303‐321 
6 Nicholas Lash makes much of this in Theology on the road to Emmaus (Eugene Oregon : Wilf & Stock 1986) 
p.37 
7 Mary McClintock Fulkerson  “Is there a (non‐sexist) Bible in this Church ? A Feminist Case for the priority of 
Interpretive Communities.” In Modern Theology 14:2 (April 1998) p.225 
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and intellectual framework of that particular denomination before reading Scripture. The real 

question may be of course whether we are totally aware of that cultural baggage as we draw 

near to Scripture ? At this stage I do not propose to look critically at this approach, for the 

moment I simply want to put the idea on the table.  

 Aside from Fulkerson, there are many Christian scholars who would be sympathetic 

to this approach to the interpretation of Scripture, most notably perhaps Stanley Hauerwas8, 

but there are also several of those of this school such as Nicholas Lash9, Stephen Fowl and 

Gregory Jones10. Others, such as Gerard Loughlin11, Tom Wright12 or Gabriel Fackre13 would 

adopt part of the approach, albeit with some interesting qualifications which we will see as 

the paper progresses. 

2. THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF THE INTERPRETIVE 

COMMUNITY APPROACH TO HOLY SCRIPTURE. 

Way back in his 1978 work The Christian Story, Gabriel Fackre understood the Bible as the 

Storybook and the Church as the Storytellers. It is the potentially fraught relationship 

between these two that comes under scrutiny when we consider the model of the “interpretive 

community”. Fowl & Jones, for example, point to the fact, which Fackre too would uphold, 

that Scripture is addressed by God to the community of faith and not simply to the individual 

Christian. It is not MY book it is the Church’s book.14 As Hauerwas puts it in his inimitable 

style : “By privileging the individual interpreter, who is thought capable of discerning the 

meaning of the text apart from the consideration of the good ends of a community, 
                                                            
8 Stanley Hauerwas Unleashing the Scripture – Freeing the Bible from captivity to America (Nashville : Abingdon 
Press 1993) 
9 Nicholas Lash op.cit. 
10 Stephen E Fowl & L. Gregory Jones Reading in Communion  (Eugene Oregon : Wilf & Stock 1998) 
11 Gerard Loughlin Telling God’s Story (Cambridge University Press 1999) 
12 N T Wright “Reading Paul, Thinking Scripture” in Scripture’s Doctrine & Theology’s Bible edt. Marcus 
Bockmuehl and Alan J. Torrance (Grand Rapids, Michigan : Baker Academic 2008) 
13 Gabriel Fackre The Christian Story (Grand Rapids, Michigan : Wm. Eerdmans 1978) 
14 Fowl & Jones op.cit. Chapter 2 deals with this in some detail. 
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fundamentalists and biblical critics alike make the Church incidental.”15 The interpretive 

community approach avoids the danger of making the Church incidental to Scripture. The 

community is central in this model. Scripture has life in so far as it is of use to the Church. 

The Church is the community that interprets the scriptures in its life and witness. The 

Storybook needs the Storytellers. Hauerwas would go further and contend that the Story itself 

is only embodied as the Storytellers, the Church, practice and live out the Story contained in 

Scripture. 

Yet the Storytellers undoubtedly also need the Storybook or they would be no story to 

tell ! Some, notably Webster, would argue that the interpretive community approach puts a 

huge burden on ecclesiology which it simply cannot sustain. There is no Story without the 

interpretive community. Webster would baulk at that assertion, for him ecclesiology is a 

secondary or even tertiary doctrine to that of God and revelation. Webster wants to ensure 

that there is a clear delineation between Scripture and Church :  

Scripture is not the domestic talk of the Christian faith or simply its familiar semiotic 
system……And that is why there can be no co-inherence of Bible and Church, no 
mutually constitutive reciprocity between the scriptural witness and the community of 
the Word, but only of their asymmetry. Ecclesia nata est ex Dei verbo.16 

Webster wants to have the Church simply as the “hearing Church” whereas Lash, Hauerwas 

and others would have it as the “performing Church”, the Church which embodies the Story. 

While I can see why Webster wants to be so cautious about blurring the distinctions between 

Church, Bible and God, I do think that the asymmetry of which he speaks is a step too far. 

One could end in Webster’s approach with a Bible that is so much divorced from the 

community of faith to which it belongs that it simply has no relevance. To be fair, Webster 

attempts to counter this danger by tying Scripture into being a servant, not of the Church, but 

                                                            
15 Hauerwas op.cit. p.25f 
16 John Webster Holy Scripture : A Dogmatic Sketch (Cambridge University Press 2003) p.52 
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of the Divine Word. He speaks of Scripture not being the tool of the Church but rather of its 

“employment in the divine service”.17  

The real question may well be which has precedence ? Historically, one could argue 

that the Church existed before Scripture (at least Scripture in the sense of the Christian Bible, 

as opposed to the Jewish Scriptures). The Church is born out of the events of Jesus 

Crucifixion, Resurrection and the drama of Pentecost. Scripture comes later, as these 

principally orally transmitted stories finally come to be written down. As Fowl & Jones put it  

the Bible did not fall complete from the mouth of God. Individuals and communities 
over time performed the tasks needed to form the Scriptures. In this process of 
formation, which is itself an act of interpretation, various interests were brought to 
bear on the final shaping of the text. 18 

Yes, theologically one could argue, like John Webster, for the precedence of Scripture over 

the Church, this too is perfectly coherent position. Fowl & Jones do make a telling point 

though, in that Scripture cannot escape from being tied to the Church any more than the 

contrary. They are mutually dependent upon each other and, of course, interpretative interests 

were at play not just in the reading of the Scriptures today, but in the writing, redacting and 

forming of the Scriptures in the past. Such interpretive interests it might be stated are an 

inescapable fact of theological life. 

 Is there a way through this impasse ?! Perhaps to do this we need to consider 

an separate but intimately related question : what is truth ?19 For the proponents of the 

interpretive community strategy, the Bible has truth only in so far as it is given meaning by 

the community of faith that is reading it. To speak an “absolute truth” simply makes no sense 

to them. The text has truth only in so far as it is set within the “interpretive grid”20 of a faith 

                                                            
17  ibid. p.55 
18 Fowl & Jones op.cit. p.41 emphasis mine 
19 The rather cynical and world weary question that the hardened politician Pontius Pilate put to Jesus (Luke 
18:38) 
20 Fulkerson op.cit. p.228 
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community. Some would argue indeed that rather that than interpretive community model 

leading to relativism in the arena of truth, the very community context prevents this. The 

community itself provides so many checks and balances that a distorted reading of Scripture 

is halted. 

 Jim Jones, for example, in a rather interesting essay, compares the post-modern 

approach to Scripture with that of the Patristic writers. For Jones, the model of the 

interpretive community itself provides the very safeguard against relativism for the 

interpretation of the community is set within the “regulating matrix” of tradition provided by 

the Fathers. Jones can thus say : 

It is the functioning of the reader-community which protects against relativity of 
meaning and finally against complete indeterminacy……For the Fathers the 
community context was something to be inherited and safeguarded; within it was to 
be found the Gospel and therefore salvation. For post-modern theory, ironically, the 
community context is viewed with grave suspicion.21  

  Both Fackre and Wright take a slightly more nuanced approach. For his part, Tom 

Wright speaks too of narrative, albeit with some qualifications. For Wright, doctrines are 

“portable narratives”22 that allow for translation from one cultural context into another and 

through this the Biblical narrative can function as symbol. Where Wright parts company with 

the “interpretive community” model is precisely in this area of truth claims. Wright worries 

about the faith community simply making the Scriptural narrative “talk about the things that 

we want it to talk about”23. In other words, that Scripture is somehow incapable of bridging 

the chasm between the Biblical world and our own. Instead, Wright does feel that parts of 

Scripture have an absolute rather than relative truth claim : “within this narrative, and 

sometimes within its subgenres, there are statements of overarching truth or inalienable moral 

                                                            
21 Jim W. Jones “Ancient and post‐modern reading of Scripture” in The College of Preachers Fellowship Paper 
no.105 (College of Preachers Fellowship : June 1998) p.30f. 
22 Wright op.cit. p.62 
23  ibid. p.70 
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duty.”24 He points to the Ten Commandments along with some of Paul’s creedal- like 

statements as examples. Wright does not deny a key relationship between Church and 

Scripture, but instead of the community of faith giving life to the story, for him the story in 

fact renews the community : 

As we listen to these texts, we are renewed as this people, the people who live within 
this great story, the people who are identified precisely as people-of-this-story, rather 
than as the people of one of the many other stories that clamour for attention all 
around.25 

In my view, Wright’s more nuanced approach has much to commend it. He holds to the 

importance of the model of story and to the faith community’s role in the telling of that story, 

which I would also want to affirm; the local congregation has a key role in the interpretation 

of scripture. But the authority of Scripture is not entirely dependent upon that action of that 

faith community alone. Scripture can remain as an “agent” rather than merely a subject 

within the Church. Where perhaps I would disagree with Wright is to say that it is the very 

fact that the faith community do interpret the texts that bridges the historical gap; the model 

of “interpretive community” allows for texts to speak to this and every age, simply because 

they are read fresh in each generation. This is one of the strengths of the “interpretive 

community” model. 

 Fackre too would have some form of absolute truth in Scripture. He takes a slightly 

different tact : the authority of Scripture is grounded in God’s gift of disclosure.26 

“The Storybook exists to tell the Story”27 We should notice that the function of the Storybook 

is not to be the plaything of the Storytellers. Rather, the community of faith arises from the 

Story, the Bible precedes the Church. The Bible is the source of the Story : “the perennial 
                                                            
24  ibid. p.61 
25  ibid. p.64 
26 In this Fackre is not so far off from Webster’s stress upon the doctrine of revelation preceding that of 
ecclesiology. Though Fackre frames his view in narrative terms which I am not certain Webster would be 
entirely comfortable with. 
27 Fackre op.cit. p.22 
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truth to be found in the Scriptures has to do with the Storyline to be found in the 

Storybook.”28 But not only is the Bible the source of the Story, it has also a normative role. 

Faith is grounded in and returns to this orientation. The source of faith is also the 
norm of faith. The Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, apostolically 
understood, are the guardians of faith, the checkpoint, the place of adjudication of 
theological assertions. Although the Christian Story must be constantly retranslated 
into new categories, implicit themes rendered explicit, all claims made to the telling 
of the Christian Story must finally be shown to be consonant with, and a faithful 
interpretation of, the biblical source and norm.29 

Like Wright, Fackre too shows an understanding of the cultural and contextual translation 

that Scripture needs to be both relevant and authoritative, Fackre’s translation motif being 

similar to Wright’s “portable narrative” mentioned earlier. In my earlier essay, I recognised 

that there had to be “checkpoints” if the metanarrative were to translated properly into a 

congregational context.30 However, in this context of this paper on Biblical authority, a few 

more probing questions must be asked of Fackre, and thus of my own position. In particular, 

who decides that we are interpreting the Scriptures according to the apostolic witness if not 

the Church, the community of faith itself ? Here, we are back to a great conundrum raised, if 

not answered, by Calvin himself. Calvin asserts that Scripture is the womb that gave birth to 

the Church. But how can these writings be authoritative without a community to give them 

that very authority ? We find ourselves squarely back to an “interpretive community” 

approach in some form. 

 Let us move on to consider a few more of John Webster’s more telling criticisms of 

the “interpretive community” approach and allow the proponents of the model to answer. In 

doing so, we will hopefully tease out some more of these issues that may give us clarity in a 

model of Biblical authority and inspiration. We will consider Webster’s critique in four areas. 

i. The place of God. 
                                                            
28  ibid. p.23 
29  ibid. p.24 
30 See my essay on “From Past to Future : the Church as Narrative Community” for the D Min 44 class p.7 
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ii. The “otherness” of Scripture. 

iii. The Eschatological dimension. 

iv. The need for self-negation and the sin of the Church. 

 

i. WHERE DOES GOD FIT IN ? 

So we have heard much of Scripture and the Church but little of God’s place in the scheme of 

things ! For Webster, this is the nub of his critique. He wants the doctrine of God, and thus 

the Trinity, to precede everything else. For Webster, the trouble with the “interpretive 

community” approach is that the whole burden falls on the role of the Church as interpreters. 

God may provide the Story, in a kind of Deistic way, but God’s involvement ends there. God 

has no involvement with the Storybook, or in inspiring the Storytellers. Scripture is not 

merely the word of the Church, rather, Webster would assert, the Church is the Church of the 

Word.  Thus Webster states : 

the presence of Holy Scripture in the life of the Church is not the presence of an 
immanent ecclesial entity. To understand Holy Scripture as without qualification a 
part- even the most important part – of the Church’s cultural capital, its store of 
meanings, images, foundational narratives, and so on, is seriously to misconstrue the 
mode of the Scripture’s operation. 31 

The key phrase is that of “without qualification”. Mary McClintock Fulkerson may well 

embody the interpretive model in its purest form; for her it’s all down to the community. 

Fulkerson shows clearly in her essay how the community’s (in this case Presbyterian 

Women) understanding of the text changes as the community itself evolves and renews. How 

though, given this emphasis on the community’s role, can “God be his own interpreter, and 

He will make it plain”32 to use the words of the famous hymn on God’s Providence. Therein 

                                                            
31 Webster op.cit. p.46 emphasis mine 
32 William Cowper 1731‐1800, as found in Church Hymnary 3rd Edition no.147 
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lies the problem : what role providence in Scripture’s interpretation within the interpretive 

community model ?  

Some proponents of this model do have some of the qualifications that Webster might 

seek. Fowl & Jones, for example, do have a suggested, though undeveloped, Pneumatology. 

Pointing to Paul’s interpretive practices in the Letter to the Galatians, they suggest that 

interpretive practice within interpretive communities can be doubly pneumatological : “on the 

one hand, the interpretations themselves are Spirit-inspired. On the other-hand, the 

confirmation of the interpretation is found in the presence of the Spirit in the community.”33  

While this is indeed helpful, in that God does play a part in the community’s interpretation 

through the work of the Holy Spirit, Fowl & Jones are forced to acknowledge a limitation : 

the presence of the Holy Spirit is a crucial criterion of faithful interpretation and 
performance. We must admit, however, that it is often difficult to discern the presence 
of the Spirit in either the interpreter or the reading community. There is no litmus test 
one can perform to determine the presence of the Spirit.34 

In their approach, however, Fowl & Jones do not seem so vastly dissimilar from those 

greats of the Protestant Reformation, Zwingli and Calvin. They too sought the involvement of 

the Spirit with Scripture but were not always entirely clear just how that worked. Calvin, for 

example, spoke of an “indissoluble bond” between Scripture and the Spirit : “The same 

Spirit…..who has spoken through the mouths of the prophets must penetrate into our hearts to 

persuade us that they faithfully proclaimed what had been divinely commanded.”35  If 

anything, Calvin’s approach was perhaps more individualistic, the Spirit works in the heart of 

the believer, whereas at least Fowl & Jones place the interpretive task within a faith 

community setting, thus providing more checks and balances on “individual approaches” to 

the text. 

                                                            
33 Fowl & Jones op.cit. p.90 
34  ibid. p.90 
35 Calvin op.cit.  I.7.4 
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To those who still seek absolutes, Fowl & Jones suggestive pneumatology will 

perhaps hardly satisfy. But to my mind, there does come a point when God simply has to trust 

the Church to tell His Story. The corollary of this is that the Church perhaps must begin to 

trust God to tell His own Story, even in spite of the hesitant, or at times false speech, of the 

faith community. God’s sovereign Word surely can break through the fogs of engendered by 

a community interpretation ! As Professor John B. Cobb puts it : 

There are, of course, Christians who appeal to the Bible or Christian tradition as if the 
presence of an idea there guaranteed its truth. From my point of view, this appeal to 
authority is a travesty of Christian faith. As a Christian I am committed to seeking 
truth, wherever that truth will lead me, because God is truth.36 

I deliberately quote Cobb as a Process theologian for given Process Theology’s stress on the 

immanent nature of God and consequently the Holy Spirit, it would be interesting to 

speculate on what a Process view of the inspiration of Scripture might look like.37 

 By contrast, Gerard Loughlin adopts a very Christological approach to the inspiration 

question in Scripture. Loughlin believes that “the reading of Scripture by and in the Church is 

the continuing incarnation of God’s own self interpretation.”38 It is the incarnation not 

pneumatology that is the key for Loughlin is providing a check on the danger of errant 

interpretations of Scripture arising from the faith community. This too is partially reflected in 

Fowl & Jones who view the Risen and ascended Christ in the role of an outside agent, a 

necessary corrective to the misinterpretation of Scripture by the faith community, thus they 

state “we must also look to the resurrected Christ to help us interpret and perform Scripture 

                                                            
36 Lecture given by Prof. John B. Cobb jr. of Claremont School of Theology to the First Baptist Church, Calgary, 
Canada on February 4th, 2003 
37 John Webster’s doctrine of God which underpins Scripture is by contrast a very transcendent view, which 
worries me slightly, as we could end with a doctrine of Scripture totally divorced from the reality of the Church 
on the ground. 
38 Loughlin op.cit. p,119 
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faithfully.”39 This incarnational stress appeals much more to my Celtic sense and perhaps too 

to the Celtic roots of Brechin Cathedral  ! Thus Loughlin can assert : 

Christ, as the norm of Christian reading, is realised only in the practice of faithful 
reading. He is not given apart from that for which He is normative. The Church is 
better able to read Scripture the more Scripture lives in the Church; the more Scripture 
is faithfully read and performed.40  

Loughlin, through his incarnational mode, provides a neat link back to Lash and Hauerwas 

with their stress on performing the scriptures within the interpretive community. And when 

seen through Loughlin’s Christological prism, I find the interpretive community approach 

particularly appealing. It is well echoed in the 1998 Report to the Church of Scotland General 

Assembly on Scriptural Interpretation. That Report laid stress upon the Incarnation as central 

to how the Church approached Scripture, the Word become flesh was strongly tied to the 

Word of God in the Bible and the Word preached : 

A God who takes the “natural” – the human, the fallible, the fallen – and transforms it by 
grace is an enormous help. If the Scriptures which inspire us arose through such a 
sacramental process – human documents transformed and vivified to become the Word of 
God – this is consistent with the incarnational belief to which they witness.41 

 

ii. THE “OTHERNESS” OF SCRIPTURE. 

Webster’s second main criticism of the interpretive community approach is really based on 

that of prophetic authority. For Webster, Scripture must be “other”; its authority must lie out 

with the Church : “Holy Scripture is one of the points at which the assembly is laid open to 

the sheer otherness of the Divine Word by which it is constituted as the apostolic 

assembly.”42 Otherwise, if the interpretive community is the sole arbiter of Scripture’s 

                                                            
39 Fowl & Jones op.cit. p.113 
40 Loughlin op.cit. p.119 
41 Reports to the General Assembly 1998 op.cit. p.11/9 
42 Webster op.cit. p.51 
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authority then there is a real danger of “an arbitrary exercise of social power”43 by the Church 

through the use of Scripture. This is I believe a valid critique. It is easy to see how a Church 

could utilise Scripture for wrong ends, forgetting to be a “hearing Church” and 

misrepresenting what is said in Scripture. The German Church in the 1930s and the Dutch 

Reformed Church during the apartheid period are both good examples of this. Thus Webster 

calls for Scripture to fulfil a prophetic role within the Church, to be “as much a destabilising 

feature of the life of the church as it is a factor in its cohesion and continuity.”44 Webster 

continues : 

Holy Scripture is the location of a struggle for the proper externality of the church, for 
true hearing of the viva vox Dei, for true attention to the sanctified and inspired 
servant through which God announces the judgement and promise of the gospel”45 

While Webster is correct to raise this issue of the Scripture being “other”, this lack of a 

prophetic voice from Scripture, destabilising the Church, is not just a perceived weakness in 

the interpretive community model. A very strong fundamentalist or evangelical approach to 

Scripture would also fall into this trap. Indeed, Fowl and Jones correct this very concern in 

their work Reading in Communion : 

there would still be a sense in which Scripture is and should be an outsider…..we 
simply want to emphasize that to read Scripture over-against ourselves is to allow it to 
challenge our presuppositions and established interpretations. To allow Scripture to be 
an outsider is to recognize that this side of the Kingdom our interpretations are 
provisional, always open to revision…..the goal of seeing Scripture as an outsider is 
the maintenance of interpretive humility and openness to hearing the voice of 
Scripture afresh.46  

Fowl & Jones do not sound here so dissimilar to Webster; they too have a concern for the role 

of Scripture as the prophetic voice of the “other” within the Church, yet they hold fast to the 

interpretive community model. Hauerwas too would have a strongly prophetic role for 

Scripture, in which it stands counter-culturally over against the Church, that it might correct 
                                                            
43 Ibid. p.53 
44 Ibid. p.46 
45 Ibid. p.47 
46 Fowl & Jones op.cit. p.111 
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practices within the Church that stem less from Scripture and more from the prevailing 

culture in which the Church is located.47 This danger then of Scripture being subsumed by the 

Church is by no means unique to an interpretive community model. In fact, one might argue 

that such a model has the very checks and balances to avoid such an occurrence happening in 

the first place. 

iii. THE ESCHATOLOGICAL DIMENSION 

A related concern, raised by Webster, is the lack of an eschatological dimension within the 

interpretive community approach that should also act as a destabilising influence. Namely, 

that Hauerwas in particular, views the task of the Church as forming a counter-cultural 

community to society through the practice of Scriptural virtues and forgets that all societies, 

even ecclesial ones are time-framed and stand under the judgement of God. Webster puts it 

thus “Attending to Scripture, therefore, is not a matter of being socialised, but of being caught 

up in the dissolution of all society – including and especially church culture.”48 

 Here, I believe, the narrative concept of the Church can come to the rescue. As I 

stated in the earlier essay, there simply has to be in the narrative approach an “eschatological 

driver”49 within the Church. This is for the very simple reason, as Samuel Wells puts it50, that 

the Church’s story must have a beginning, a middle and an end. The Storybook here can 

easily act as agent to destabilise any attempt by the Storytellers to believe that they are more 

significant than the Story itself.  Wells indeed makes a startling, if perfectly reasonable claim, 

that we don’t necessarily live in particularly significant times, we may in fact still be in the 

very early chapters of the Church’s Story.51 Scripture’s eschatological dimension (which is a 

                                                            
47 Hauerwas op.cit. p.43 
48 Webster op.cit. p.50 
49 This is my own phrase, utilised perhaps from the modern computer language ! 
50 Samuel Wells Improvisation ‐ The Drama of Christian Ethics (London : SPCK 2004) Chapter 3 is especially 
helpful. 
51 Ibid. p.57 
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key part of much of its text in my view) must form part of the interpretive community’s 

approach to Scripture and provides a valuable counterpoint to any sense of the Church 

thinking it exists in a key chapter of the narrative of salvation. I am not sure if Webster is 

entirely fair in suggesting that Hauerwas lacks this eschatological driver. 

iv. THE NEED FOR SELF-NEGATION AND THE SIN OF THE CHURCH 

The final criticism raised by Webster against the interpretive community model that I want to 

highlight is the need for self-negation; that we must put ourselves aside if we are to truthfully 

hear the viva vox Dei in Scripture.52 Regrettably Webster touches on this only briefly as, it 

seems to me at any rate, perhaps the strongest criticism of the interpretive community 

approach. One in fact that Fowl & Jones spend a whole chapter53 struggling with, though they 

broaden it beyond merely the individual getting in the way of hearing Scripture’s authentic 

voice to the sin of the Church distorting the message, contaminating that living voice from 

the living God. One can see that in the interpretive community model this could become a 

major, indeed divisive, issue. If we place the weight of interpretation upon the community of 

faith’s shoulders, what happens if the community misinterprets, gets it wrong ? 

Some purists of the model might argue that the community simply cannot “get it wrong” 

since the “meaning” is defined purely by the community. But in the case of the Christian 

community of faith, it is certainly possible to get it spectacularly wrong if the community 

begins to contradict the very ethos of Jesus Christ Himself. This, indeed, is what Hauerwas 

asserts that the Church has done through the Constantinian model of ecclesiology.54 As Fowl 

& Jones put it, recognising truthfully the limits of their own model : 

                                                            
52 Webster op.cit. p.45f. 
53 Fowl & Jones op.cit. chapter 4 
54 I will examine this fraught area in my next essay: “Does the Kirk still have a National Role ?” 
See, for example, Stanley Hauerwas & William H. Willimon Resident Aliens (Nashville : Abingdon Press 1989) 
chapters 2 & 4 
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When distortions of character enter and deeply permeate the life of any Christian 
community, that community loses its ability to read Scripture in ways that would 
challenge and correct its character. Scripture becomes simply a mirror reflecting a 
community’s self-deceptions back to itself disguised as the word of God. This is what 
happened to the DRC. It lost the ability to read Scripture over-against itself; it lost the 
ability to hear the critical, prophetic voice of Scripture.55 

Fowl & Jones correctly identify, in my view, that the problem is not necessarily the self-

preoccupations of the individual, rather the propensity to sin that lies within the Church itself. 

This has the potential, more than all else, to distort Scripture’s Story. Is there a solution to 

this inherent danger ? Fowl & Jones attempt a partial solution by stressing the need for 

Christians to adopt, foster and nurture a “Christ-like character”56 in order to interpret 

Scripture correctly. However, they do acknowledge that a corruption in character will lead to 

a corruption in interpretation, only an external agent, such as a prophet, may correct this.57 

Webster, I suspect, at this point would point to Scripture itself as just such an external agent ! 

However, holding on to the interpretive community model, I offer a slightly different 

course. Clearly, to leave the interpretation in the hands of the faith community involves a 

risk, the risk of false interpretation, yet this risk-taking may indeed become an act of faith by 

the Church, relying upon God’s grace to make it the body of Christ that not only hears the 

viva vox Dei but to some extent speaks with the voice of the Living Lord too. It is a risky 

strategy but one that speaks of faith, not certainty. And that seems to characterise better the 

command of Christ to the Church to “follow me”. 

Thus far we have considered mainly the negative aspects of the interpretive 

community model for Scripture, albeit that in answering some of Webster’s critique provided 

hopefully a more positive approach. But why does this approach appeal, particularly to my 

narrative model of Church ? It appeals because the narrative community concept of Church, 

                                                            
55 Fowl & Jones op.cit. p.99 
56 Ibid. p.103 
57 Ibid. p.104 



17 
 

that I consider helpful in a whole variety of other ways, can better embrace and more easily 

sit comfortably with a doctrine of Scripture based on the interpretive community model. The 

Story has to have an author, yet it also requires Storytellers for it to be of any strength or 

source of salvation. So, for example, in the 1998 Report to the General Assembly, the Panel 

on Doctrine spoke of Scripture being “likened to the primary script that Christians are called 

individually and corporately, to play out upon the world stage.”58 The Panel makes clear 

however that this “script” will only have relevance, only come to life, as the faith community, 

using its imagination, performs the script. As with any performance, musically or 

dramatically, the interpretation will differ from community to community, crucially however 

it is the same script being performed. This is well echoed by Nicholas Lash who writes : “the 

performance of scripture is the life of the Church…..we can and must tell the story 

differently. But we do so under constraint : what we may not do, if it is this text which we are 

to continue to perform, is to tell a different story.”59 Imagination is necessary in both models, 

not in the sense of “unbridled fancy”60 but in the sense of interpretation of the Story by the 

community.  Community is indeed the thing, that too is the strength of both models, though 

as Stanley Hauerwas points out, it is a faith community not any old community61 !  

Another great strength of the interpretive community model is the opportunity for 

diversity, diversity of interpretation.62 Let me offer here a practical example from Sunday 

worship. Recently, one of our elders expressed concern about others (i.e. not the ordained 

minister) reading the lesson in Church. She felt that she was getting conflicting signals about 

what was important in a particular passage of scripture if the reader stressed one thing in the 

reading and I something totally different in the sermon. I pointed out to her, however, that 

                                                            
58 Reports op.cit. 1998 p.11/31 
59 Lash op.cit. p.43f. 
60 Reports op.cit. p.11/30 
61 Hauerwas op.cit. chapter 3 deals with this in some detail. 
62 Ibid. p.23 
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this variety of interpretation was a positive, not negative thing. Not only was the reader 

offering one interpretation in the lesson, and I another in the sermon, but the hearer was 

bringing a third in the listening. For someone of a Celtic propensity, who lays great stress on 

the activity of the Holy Spirit, it seemed to me (and now, thankfully, also to the elder) that 

somewhere in this “interpretive grid” (to use Fulkerson’s phrase) we were likely to find the 

authentic voice of the Spirit. 

For a Church living in an ecumenical, multi-cultural and increasing secular world 

context, a multiplicity of interpretations of Scripture, achieved I would suggest in the 

interpretive community model, can only be a good thing. It allows the Spirit to work to tell 

the Story in a way that a monolithic Church structure perhaps does not. It also does more 

justice to the world in which the Church finds itself. It might also be asserted that the 

interpretive community model of Scriptural interpretation does more than most in placing the 

Bible back in the hands of the people; one of the notable intentions of the Reformation. No 

longer is the Bible the preserve of the academic scholar or the fundamentalist63. Anyone can 

read it and interpret, subject, of course, to the heritage and wisdom accumulated by the 

Church. 

Another key advantage of interpretive community model of Scripture is the very real 

link it makes between Scripture and worship. Although, to be fair, Webster’s “hearing 

Church” stress would allow for this too. Namely :  

In the hearing of Scripture is recalled the tradition which has moulded and continually 
remoulds us, an event which transforms a “mere” gathering of people into an 
encounter with the living God, and which throws the focus on the hope and promise 
of the kingdom.64 

                                                            
63 A point well made by Stanley Hauerwas op.cit. p.26 
64 Reports op.cit. p.11/28 
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The “performance” of Scripture becomes that link that allows the interpretive community of 

Christians to become the living body of Jesus Christ; to take the “portable narrative” (to use 

Wright’s phrase) and make that narrative its own in life and worship. 

3. SOME PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS. 

So what might an interpretive community model of Scripture look like in practical terms, and 

what might be some of its challenges ? Jonathan Boyarin comes to this very question from a 

uniquely Judaic perspective in his enlightening essay Voices around the Text based upon his 

experience in a yeshiva.  He calls for “a polyvocal ideal, which revives voices from the past, 

creates a voice for the present, and seeks faithfully to await a liberated, tradition-filled 

future.”65 Again, Boyarin grasps the conceptual tool of story stating : “one becomes related to 

those with whom one shares stories.”66 For Boyarin, it is the participation and critical 

awareness of the search for Biblical interpretation that gives rise to the identity of the 

community, moreover, the individual finds his/her story in that link with that of the 

community. From a Jewish perspective Boyarin urges an attempt to link our story with 

Israel’s story, for as we gather around the text, he believes that we become that faith 

community.  

 But what of a local congregation such as my own ? Perhaps the most obvious 

practical impact would be in the Bible Study group, where we have already moved away 

from the expert-pupil relationship between minister and people to a much more dialogical 

and collegial approach to interpreting Scripture. Here I baulk a little at Hauerwas assertion 

that “right reading of Scripture depends on having spiritual masters who can help the whole 

                                                            
65 Jonathan Boyarin “Voices around the text” in The Ethnography of Reading (Berkeley : University of California 
Press : 1993)  p.230 
66 Ibid. p.221 
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Church stand under the authority of God’s Word.”67 Though perhaps in his context of 

Freeing the Bible from Captivity to America one can see why he wants this. The trained 

professional may need at times to act as a prophetic voice to correct a misinterpretation in 

Scriptural understanding, but the people’s voice should, must, also be heard. It is a fine 

balance to maintain between the voice of tradition and that of the contemporary Christian. 

Some of my more daring colleagues have taken this a stage further with feedback sessions 

following Sunday service, so that worshippers can challenge or seek further elucidation from 

the preacher.  

 I would also assert that the interpretive community model, if practiced faithfully, 

would lead to a greater use of the imagination and talents of the whole people of God. By 

bringing their imaginations to bear on Scripture, the Bible may indeed live in their lives as 

their story becomes interpreted through a Biblical lens. Imagination need not be “unbridled 

fancy”68 but  rather an “interplay of critical knowledge of the original combined with 

personal creativity.”69 

 Having suggested in my introduction that I wanted to see how the Bible might fit into 

a conceptual model of the Church as a narrative community, and thus pointed to the fact that 

the interpretive community approach to Scriptural interpretation may indeed be the best way 

to achieve that fit, it seems apt to end by putting the Bible, that great Storybook, in the 

context of a story itself : 

The Bible was a building which people walked in and out of each day and where they 
felt at home. One day, however, some learned gentlemen arrived who had heard of the 
beauty and antiquity of the building. They obtained permission to do research, and 
made many discoveries of which people knew nothing. As the building became more 
famous and more well-known over the whole world these people felt less and less at 
home. The building became a working place for the academics and the people began 

                                                            
67 Hauerwas op.cit. p.16 
68 Reports 1998 op.cit.  p.11/30 
69 Ibid. p.11/30 
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to forget it. The main door was overgrown with weeds and could no longer be found. 
Only the side door was used from time to time. After a while, however, an old beggar, 
searching for shelter, discovered the main entrance quite by accident. The people all 
converged upon the building, recognised it as their home and began, without paying 
any entrance fee, to celebrate, for days and nights.70 

                                                            
70 Carlos Masters : “The use of the Bible in Basic Christian communities” in S Torres and J Eagleson (eds.) : The 
Challenge of Basic Christian Communities (Maryknoll, NY; Orbis 1981) p.197‐210 as quoted in Reports to the 
General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1998 (Edinburgh, St. Andrew’s Press 1998) p.11/25 


