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I want to begin this morning by commending each of you for making it to church on this cold, winter morning and especially on a morning when the theme of the service is the Bible! 


I don’t think I’m saying anything terribly bold or controversial in asserting that the Bible is not the easiest of subjects for Unitarian Universalists. Many in our congregations grew up in religious traditions and communities that affirm the literal, unquestioned, and exclusive truth of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. Others have experienced or are still experiencing intolerance and discrimination justified in the name of the Bible. In many of the conversations I’ve had with folks who are considering membership in our congregation, the Bible, and especially the ways it is has been used to judge, to exclude, and to condemn, are often cited as reasons why people are drawn to our faith tradition, with its celebration of religious freedom, its recognition of diverse sources of truth and the use of reason, and its affirmation of the dignity and worth of all people.


In my own spiritual journey and in my own relationship with the Bible, I would describe myself as a fairly typical Unitarian Universalist. I grew up in the Christian tradition and learned from an early age that everything in the Bible is “the truth.” I learned that there is one, all-powerful God who created the universe in six days, who from time-to-time performed incredible miracles like parting a sea or empowering a young boy to kill a giant. I also learned that that same God decided to send his son down to earth to save a sinful world by being crucified and then rising from the dead. That was what I was told was in the Bible so that’s what I believed.


But as I got older, this Bible began to make less and less sense. I mean, could the universe really have been created in six days? And although I really liked what I knew about some of his teachings, especially the parts about loving our neighbors and caring for the poor, all that talk about a virgin birth or feeding thousands with a couple loaves of bread and a few fish seemed too fantastic to be believed. And perhaps most challenging of all was the idea that the only way the world could be saved was through the violence and sacrifice of a crucifixion – which was simply something I could never understand or accept. So I went in another direction, rejecting the Bible as nothing more than a book of nonsense that I would be well advised to ignore. 


But during those many years of ignoring the Bible, I had this nagging sense that maybe I was missing something. You see, although I believed I had a pretty clear sense of what the Bible said, I hadn’t actually read it. What I knew about the Bible had come from what I had heard or been taught in the churches of my childhood and youth. And since I assumed that what I had heard in church was what in fact the Bible said, there was no point in actually engaging with the text itself. As far as I knew, there was only one correct way to read and understand the Bible, which meant I had to reject it.


And there was something else that bothered me about my biblical illiteracy. I had developed a passion for peace and social justice, and had grown to admire people like Martin Luther King Jr., Cesar Chavez, and the leaders of a number of social justice movements. But the more I learned about these individuals and movements, the more I came understand how much they looked to the Bible for wisdom and inspiration. As I began reading and studying Dr. King’s work, for example, I soon realized that many of my favorite lines from his speeches were words and phrases taken directly from the Bible. So I began to wonder if my understanding of this text, an understanding based on what I had heard and not what I had read – I began to wonder if there was something important and profound about the Bible that I was missing.


Well, let me just say that I was indeed missing something important and potentially transformative, something that has inspired , comforted, challenged, and given hope to generation after generation of Christians, Jews, and all who have looked to the Bible for spiritual truth and wisdom, including many Unitarian Universalists.


The turning point in my relationship with the Bible came while I was is in seminary. I attended Andover Newton in the Boston area, which is a Christian seminary with strong ties to what one might call the progressive wing of Christianity. Now I must admit that when I made the decision to attend a Christian seminary, and especially when I found out how many courses I would have to take on the Bible, I was, to say the least, nervous. I will never forget the very first class I ever attended in seminary, which happened to be Old Testament 101. Imagine my discomfort when the professor introduced himself as a southern Baptist from Kentucky who had been raised to believe that everything in the Bible is literally true. I remember saying to myself over and over again “What in the world have I gotten myself into?”


Well, I’m happy to report that what I’d gotten myself into changed my entire outlook on the Bible – my outlook on what the text means, on how it should be read and interpreted, and why we as Unitarian Universalists should engage with rather than ignore or even reject the Bible.


You see, that same southern Baptist professor began to open my eyes to a very different Bible than the one I had been taught as a child. The Bible, he told us, is not primarily book of facts but is instead a marvelous collection of myths, stories, poems, songs, memoirs, and histories written from a religious point of view. He went on to say that rather than viewing and experiencing the text for what it is, many religious liberals and skeptics shut themselves off from the Bible because they choose to read and interpret it in exactly the same way as biblical literalists and fundamentalists – as a book of historical, scientific, and theological facts. And since many of these so called biblical facts have been contradicted by modern scholarship and ideas, it’s no wonder that so many toss the Bible aside, never again engaging its stories and its wisdom.


But if the Bible should not be read as divinely dictated facts, how should it be read?  The Bible, my professor taught me, ought to be read for what it really is – a collection of deeply profound myths and stories, metaphors and allegories – myths that are not literally true but that instead contain and point to great truth. The Bible, he liked to say, is not filled with true stories or false stories – it is filled big stories – stories that speak to the great spiritual questions of life – Who or what is God? Why is there good and evil in the world? How are we supposed to live? And what ought to be our relationship with each other and to the divine? The Bible is not a historical account that extends back to the beginning of time, but is instead a deeply profound and spiritual text that reaches through time to challenge and inspire us to live lives of meaning and purpose.


And there’s something else I learned about the Bible that changed my understanding of it. Those stories and those myths are unfinished, incomplete, and in need of our interpretation. There is in the Bible a kind of spaciousness that readers need to fill using their own reason, their own experience, and even their own imagination. This way of seeing the Bible as a timeless and yet incomplete text is at the heart of the Jewish approach to reading scripture – an approach characterized by continuous study, rigorous commentary, and ongoing dialogue with the text.  Contrary to those who see the Bible as being straightforward, complete, and closed to all new meanings and interpretations, the Bible is ultimately an invitation, as Abraham Joshua Heschel says, to continuous understanding.”


And that invitation to continuous understanding has been taken u p by numerous groups and individuals whose voices have usually been ignored and marginalized. While in seminary, I encountered interpretations of the Bible from what are called different social locations. There are African-American and feminist interpretations, liberationist and environmentalist readings, and interpretations from an Hispanic, Latin American, African, Asian, you name it. And what these many interpretations have done is bring diverse experiences into conversation with the Bible to create new meanings and new understandings.  Far from being a closed text with one overarching truth, the Bible can be a universe of meanings, understandings, and interpretations.


And I have to say that once I came to see the Bible not as a closed and finished book with only one meaning, but instead as an open, inviting text calling us to use our reason and our imagination to interpret it, I discovered a deep and profound source of spiritual truth and meaning that has spoken to and enriched my spiritual life. I discovered in the Hebrew Bible stories about the causes and challenges of living life in exile and the human struggle to be at home with oneself, with others, and with the divine.   And I found in the New Testament a diverse and complex text reflecting the struggles of early Christians to understand the meaning and significance for their lives and for the world of the man they believed to be the messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. While I came to the Bible expecting to find uniformity and a text with little room for interpretation or imagination, what I found instead was diversity, complexity, spaciousness, and a work of profound beauty and depth.


And that’s what I hope to share with you in the class I will be teaching over the next six weeks. After we familiarize ourselves with some of the background and history of the Bible, we will spend the majority of our time reading and interpreting some of those stories, bringing our reason, our imagination, and our experiences into conversation with a text that offers wisdom and insight not only into the lives and the world of those who wrote it, but also to our own lives and our own world. 
The Bible is a complicated and complex text. It can be read as if it contains only one truth that is final and absolute. It can be used to exclude, to marginalize, and to oppress.  But as this service and my upcoming class will hopefully show, that’s not the only way one can engage with this text. One can also read the Bible for what it is – a collection of deeply human and spiritually profound stories pointing us to deep and timeless truths – truths that have brought meaning and hope to so many. And if Unitarian Universalists can find a path to engage the Bible for what it is rather than what we have been told it is, I believe this marvelous and amazing text can bring meaning and hope to our lives as well.

