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Contextual Reading of Mark and North Atlantic Scholarship
Daniel Patte, Vanderbilt University
Self-conscious contextual biblical interpretations acknowledge and affirm the role of the interpreters’ contexts in shaping the interpretations and conversely the role of these interpretations in shaping, addressing, and transforming the interpreters’ contexts.  Such self-conscious contextual biblical interpretations transform the relationship of academic biblical studies with interpreters of the Bible in other circles, including in other academic fields (e.g., theology, homiletics), in the churches, in the culture and society, in literature and the arts.  It goes without saying that, for me, these transformations are positive developments.  

This is not to say that contextual interpretations are a new phenomenon in scholarly circles.  As I will argue, any critical biblical interpretation is necessarily contextual.  But this contextuality is muted, hidden, or not made explicit.  Why is it not acknowledged?   How can it be acknowledged?

Struggling with this question will help us envision strategies for developing self-conscious contextual practices. In this essay I suggest how a didactic practice of self-conscious contextual biblical interpretations affects theological education, by transforming the relationship between critical biblical studies and homiletics. I will illustrate these points through references to the Gospel of Mark.  

My Context

What is the context from which I read the Gospel of Mark?   

I could say many things about my context as a French person living in North America, after two years in Congo; about being raised in a French Huguenot family during World War II, and studying theology in Montpellier and Geneva.  I could speak of myself as a visitor and teacher in Southern Africa and the Philippines.  

All these experiences marked me and my reading of Mark.  But I cannot deny the fact that my primary context is and has been the academia—or more specifically the North Atlantic Academia (a phrase that I use as shorthand for “Western European and North American Academia”)
.  

For most North Atlantic biblical scholars, saying that my reading of Mark is done from (or in) a North Atlantic academic context is simply nonsensical.  Good scholarship is “a-contextual,” isn’t it? It establishes an interpretation of the Bible that transcends all contexts, establishing the truth about the text.  The scholarly morality of knowledge demands a rejection of contextual interpretations as illegitimate; contextual interpretations are reading pre-understandings into the biblical text, instead of weeding out these wrong understandings from the interpretations
.  

Thus, strangely enough, my contextual reading of Mark takes place in the context of an academia that denies the contextual character of its own interpretations and rejects contextual studies as illegitimate, implausible, and illegitimate—although they might be exotic curiosities.  

Yet, as I pay attention to this context, I can recognize how this anti-contextual context and our responses to it frame our interpretations of the Gospel of Mark.  If we ignore this anti-contextual context, its effects can potentially be quite problematic; it drives blindly our interpretations; we fail to be critical, as we give up the control of our interpretations and of the ways they affect others.  But if we acknowledge that this context is anti-contextual in an effort to call all interpreters to exercise critical control over our interpretations and to assume responsibility for our teaching—we discover that, when we acknowledge it, this anti-contextual context can fruitfully shape our teaching and pedagogy, transform for the better our view of the academia and of its role in theological education, even as this anti-contextual context is transformed by the very fact that its role in interpretation becomes apparent.  

Let me try to clarify this entangled web resulting from the fact that my context in academia is an anti-contextual context by re-telling the story of my personal trajectory.  

This story might be helpful to see more clearly the problem that need to be addressed so that these transformations can take place in a fruitful way  

In this anti-contextual context of the academia, how did I become convinced of the importance of contextuality in biblical studies—including scholarly, critical biblical studies?   How did I become convinced of the contextual character of all North Atlantic academic biblical interpretations, including the most technical exegeses and (especially) those that deny their contextual character?  How did I become convinced that specialized scholarly biblical interpretations are advocacy interpretations (usually androcentric and/or patriarchal interpretations) as much as feminist, African-American, or Latino/a interpretations are?   How did I become convinced that acknowledging the contextual character of one’s biblical interpretation is an urgent matter of accountability in the field of biblical studies (as I have argued
 and illustrated
 elsewhere)?  

Learning hermeneutical and semiotic theories, beneficial as it was, did not truly help in this transition.  Decades of studies of hermeneutical theories and semiotic—including Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer and Ricoeur in hermeneutics, and Eco and Greimas in semiotics—had made clear to me and many others that that there is not interpretation without pre-understandings—and these pre-understandings are contextual, of course.  Yet, most biblical scholars I continued to conceive of the hermeneutical process as a two step process:  a “scientific” a-contextual exegesis describing “what the text meant”; followed by a contextual “hermeneutical” application envisioning “what the text means for today” (an unduly simplistic pattern derived from Krister Stendahl’s balanced proposal, and achieving exactly the opposite of what  Stendahl intended)
.   With the help of structural semiotics, I argued for a plurality of legitimate and plausible interpretations both in my studies of Paul’s letters and of the Gospels and in my teaching.  Nevertheless, until the early 1990s, I carefully avoided acknowledging the contextuality of my interpretations… even though in theory I knew they were contextual.   The question is:  Why this muted denial of contextuality?  And why did I finally acknowledge the contextual character of biblical interpretations in the early 1990s?  

Obviously, what prevented me to recognize the role of contextuality in my biblical interpretations was not a lack of theoretical knowledge.  I had all the hermeneutical and semiotic theoretical knowledge I needed.  The problem was the stigma attached to contextuality in critical biblical interpretation.  In the scholarly community it was/is shameful to acknowledge that one’s interpretation could have been influenced by one’s context.  A contextual interpretation is tainted!  It is not pure enough! It is biased.  It is irrational, if not fundamentalist or superstitious.  It is shameful.  

Overcoming the Stigma Attached to Contextuality in Critical Biblical Interpretation.  

A stigma cannot be overcome by a theoretical knowledge (about hermeneutics); it is an ideological or convictional problem—as my experience illustrates.  Now, as Louis Althusser aptly defined it, an “ideology is a representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence.”
   This means that ideological or convictional perceptions, such as this stigma, can be overcome only when the world-view (the representation of the imaginary relationships in life)
 that this stigma reflects is confronted with incongruous “real conditions of existence”—that is, by realities which are incompatible with the ideology and can no longer be ignored.  The stigma attached to contextuality in biblical studies can only be overcome through such a shock treatment.  

The knee-jerk perception that contextual interpretations are illegitimate, implausible, and invalid can first be confronted to the reality that our interpretations are always didactic discourses; we are always interpreting for an audience—or better, dialogically with an audience—whether this audience includes other biblical scholars for/with whom we are writing, or students in our classes.  An interpretation needs to have an audience and thus it needs to be contextual in order to be meaningful (and thus plausible) and valuable (and thus valid).    

When this reality of the didactic character of our biblical interpretation is made apparent, the question becomes:  How do we, biblical scholars, relate to our audience?  To other biblical scholars?  To other colleagues who read the Bible? To our students?

When these questions are raised it soon appears that denying the contextual character of our interpretation leads us to lacking professional respect for other biblical scholars.  I gently made this observation on a panel regarding a commentary
 in which an author wrote more than 1,000 times that another scholar was “wrong” or “misinterpreted” the biblical text—as if this other commentator did not have a wide range of knowledge and was incompetent.  Why not acknowledge the contextuality of their respective interpretations?  This other scholar was also on the panel, defending himself.  The responses from both panelists were puzzled comments; of course, we respect each other’s scholarship.  “Do you really?” was my reply.  “Why do you need to deny the didactic character of your interpretations? Are you not seeking to address the needs/questions of two different audiences and thus chose to emphasize different aspects of the text?”  But the puzzlement lingered.  More is needed for a shift of paradigm.  

When we now remember that the audience for our biblical interpretations includes our colleagues in other theological fields (e.g., in theology, ethics, pastoral care, and homiletics), it soon becomes clear that denying the contextual character of our interpretations is also lacking professional respect for our colleagues in other fields. I was utterly astounded when a theologian complained that we, biblical scholars, constantly use a veto power against other fields, telling in effect to theologians and homileticians (for instance), that their interpretations are illegitimate as long as they do not conform to the results of critical biblical scholarship, results that we promulgate.  For this theologian, this lack of professional respect for colleagues is the direct result of the biblical scholars’ efforts to reach a universal truth—the only true meaning of the text that should be adopted by all in all contexts.  Even when we, biblical scholars, acknowledge that this universal truth is always out of reach (in line with a Kantian transcendental method, arguing that this is a reaching-out-toward-without-ever-grasping), the results of our “scientific” interpretations forcefully deny the legitimacy of any interpretation, especially contextual interpretations, that dare to diverge from these scientific interpretations
.  Thus, we implicitly adopt a condescending attitude vis-à-vis theologians and homileticians, and other colleagues
.  Are we not expecting theologians and homileticians to take our a-contextual scholarship as a model they should follow?  Are we not showing a lack of professional respect for our colleagues in other fields by denying the contextual character of our interpretations?  We never meant to do so. But the puzzlement lingers. Yet still more is needed for a shift of paradigm.   

This shock treatment that challenged for me this stigma attached to contextuality in biblical studies occurred in the classroom—an appropriate place for biblical interpretations that are didactic in character!   This stigma attached to contextuality was most directly challenged when I was confronted with our students’ incongruous “real conditions of existence.”  I have long carried as a badge of honor the objections of my students who complained that my teaching destroyed their faith.  Good! Their dogmatic or fundamentalist readings of the Bible need to be shaken up, as mine were. But, I was stopped in my tracks in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when I was told in no uncertain terms by students, colleagues, and other authorities (including African authorities) that my teaching—a teaching of “a-contextual” critical biblical studies—was condoning patriarchalism, sexism, racism, apartheid, colonialism.  

Of course, my spontaneous reaction was to hide behind the text: “I cannot help it if the text is patriarchal, sexist, anti-Jewish, racist, colonialist, imperialist.  Following a scientific model, I have to present what the text says, then the readers and students have to draw the conclusions they want regarding how to apply “what the text said” to their lives today.”  But the puzzlement lingered.  I could not deny the reality of sexism, of racism, of anti-Semitism, of apartheid, of colonialism, and their disastrous effects.  The weight of evidence was too much.   For me, somewhere in Africa, the paradigm shifted.  

I will spare you nearly 20 years of learning from many people around the world, and from undergraduate, divinity, and graduate students in my classes, in order to go directly to the main conclusions that we progressively reached with the groups of colleagues involved in the Romans Through History and Cultures  SBL seminar (1998-2008)
, then with the 70 scholars who developed the Global Bible Commentary
, and now the group of colleagues involved in the Contextual Biblical Interpretation SBL Group.
  Then I will briefly review the didactic strategies that follow from these conclusions.
First Conclusion: Critical Biblical Studies Must Account for, and Assume Responsibility for, the Effects they Have in Life.  

Interpretation of the Bible always matters.  Biblical interpretations often have, for better or worse, very powerful effects upon the readers and people around them.  This conclusion presupposes two things:  

1) We have a choice among several interpretations, and thus are responsible for our choice and its effects.  This is what hermeneutical and semiotic theories have long argued; the meaning of any given text is not contained in the text-container; meaning is produced in multiple ways in the dialog between the text and its readers.  

2) The interpretations of Biblical texts are all the more powerful in the life-context of their interpreters, because for believers these texts are Scripture, that is, words-to-live-by.
   
Second Conclusion: Critical Biblical Scholars Should Take Conscientious Preachers as Models for Their Scholarship

rather than taking scientists as models.
  This was a surprising discovery that arose from the group studying the receptions of “Romans through History and Cultures”.
  In order to compare these different interpretations of Romans, we recognized that we needed to make distinctions among three distinct, although intertwined, interpretive choices: 

1) Analytical interpretive choices—i.e., fore-grounding one aspect of the text perceived as more significant than other textual features.  (Most individual readers commonly do so spontaneously out of their particular aesthetic, cultural sense.  Biblical scholars do so by choosing to use one of the dozens of exegetical methods, each foregrounding one aspect of the text as particularly significant.)
  

2)  Contextual interpretive choices—through which the interpreters choose to relate the biblical text to certain aspects of their concrete life-contexts, using the text as a lens to assess their contextual situation and to recognize the relational problems that need to be addressed; and seeking to identify the teaching that this text might (or might not) have for this life context.  The “choice” of a context and contextual problem frame the interpretation, and vice versa, the text as interpreted transform the view of the context and its problems. 

3) Theological/Hermeneutical interpretive choices—through which the interpreters choose to emphasize a particular theological theme as constructed and delimited on the basis of the interpreters’ religious perspective and experience.
  Conversely through a theological interpretive choice, the text challenges, refines, or support the theological pre-understandings of the interpreters.  

These different interpretive moves, or choices and their roles in any biblical interpretation, became much clearer when we recognized that conscientious preachers are the model that critical biblical scholars need to emulate.  Indeed such preachers assume responsibility for their interpretations by self-consciously making these three types of choices. 
a) Analytical interpretive choices. Preachers closely read and analyze the biblical text by consulting several commentaries and other critical studies of the text; looking not for one, but for several legitimate and plausible interpretations.  Preachers presuppose they have a choice among several interpretations—whether they ultimately make this choice by themselves or with a group (roundtable pulpit).  

b) Contextual interpretive choices.  As conscientious  preachers develop their sermons, they seek to discern how this scriptural text engages the life of their parishioners by addressing actual their needs in their life-contexts—relational needs of various kinds.

 
c) Theological/Hermeneutical interpretive choices.  Furthermore, as conscientious preachers conceptualize the teaching of the text and their sermons, they strive to identify theological categories that account for the way in which the text relates to the religious experiences of Christian believers—their own and those of their parishioners (experiences of both the presence or absence
 of the divine).   

As they make these three different choices, conscientious preachers implicitly or explicitly (in roundtable pulpit) read the biblical texts “with others”--usually they read with the scholars whose commentaries they consult and with the parishioners to whom they will preach (whether these parishioners are present in spirit in the preachers’ study or more directly present in the flesh in a roundtable pulpit group).
 

Third Conclusion: Critical Biblical Scholars, Following the Model of Conscientious Preachers, Should Make Explicit That They Read the Biblical Text as Scripture.


Obviously preachers read the biblical text as Scripture. But do critical biblical scholars read the biblical text as Scripture? A chorus of scholarly voices responds:  “Of course not!  This is not what we are doing!”  Yet, I want to affirm that most critical biblical exegeses are shaped by an awareness that the biblical texts are read as Scripture by believers, all the more so when they seek to debunk certain scriptural interpretation of these biblical texts. Thus the most “scientific” abstract exegeses cannot and do not ignore the fact that biblical texts are functioning as Scripture for believers. But the stigma of contextual readings surfaces again as soon as one suggests that critical biblical scholars read and should explicitly read the biblical texts as Scripture.  The primary reason is an amazingly reductionist view of scriptural reading.  Following Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s remarkable study, What is Scripture? A Comparative Approach,
 a phenomenological perspective soon shows that as a Word-to-live-by a Scripture has necessarily many roles for believers.  Choosing one of these roles of Scripture is actually making one of the theological interpretive choices that any interpretation of a religious text involves, as believers relate biblical texts to their life-contexts.   

Some of the distinct roles that Scriptures play for believers can be signaled by common metaphors.  

As Lamp to My Feet and Light for My Path (Psalm 119:105), Scripture provides (individual) believers with knowledge of what is good and evil, a sense of direction for their lives, and thus also doctrinal instructions.  

As Rule of the Community (or Canon in its etymological meaning) for assessing behavior, Scripture provides the community of believers with knowledge of God’s will and shape the believers( moral life, so that the community/church might fulfill its mission.   

Both the preceding roles of Scripture posit that believers search Scripture for inspired (moral and doctrinal) “knowledge”; the inspired, infallible Word is identified with the “content” of the text (“what the text says”). These roles of Scripture are most common in the North-Atlantic world, so much so that often they are taken to be the only ones; or as “the” literal readings of biblical texts.  But they are not.

 As Good News or as Warning (as Rule of the Community can also be), Scripture motivates believers to do God’s will in response either to the good news of God’s love or to the threats of punishment.  Then the inspired, infallible Word is the motivation “conveyed” by the text (rather than the knowledge of God’s will, as above).  

As Book of the Covenant (“Testament”), Scripture conveys to the community of believers a vision of their identity and vocation as members of God(s people; by entering the story of God’s people, believers participate in this story and gain a true sense of relationship to others, the world, and to God. 

As Corrective Lenses and prophecies being fulfilled, Scripture conveys to the community of believers a vision of God’s interventions in their present life experiences; believers can recognize that the Scriptures are fulfilled (a role of Scripture strongly emphasized by the Gospels and Paul).

As Empowering Word, Scripture is a performative word through which powerless people are transformed and empowered to be agents of the kingdom (as the poor are in the beatitudes*). 

As Holy Bible, Scripture is itself a divine manifestation; the encounter with the holy through Scripture iconoclastically* shatters the believers’ previous convictions.  

When this diversity of roles of Scripture is recognized, it becomes clear that, as they make explicit the contextual character of their interpretation, critical biblical scholars should make explicit how they relate the biblical texts to certain present-day life-contexts; or, and this amounts to the same thing, how their critical studies relate the biblical texts to the believers’ way of reading these texts as Word-to-live-by—either denouncing certain scriptural uses (abuses) of the text or positively proposing alternative scriptural reading.   This is why, in our effort to represent the work of the Romans Through History and Culture group, Cristina Grenholm and I have proposed to call this process of self-conscious contextual biblical interpretations “Scriptural Criticism.”  
A Pedagogical Practice of Contextual Biblical Interpretations.    
A self-conscious practice of contextual biblical interpretations calls for different pedagogical strategies in critical biblical studies, since it is a matter of training our students—whether seminarians, undergraduates, or Ph.D. candidates—to emulate conscientious preachers.  Let me simply tell how I envision and practice my teaching of critical biblical studies.
First we need to recognize that the role of the teacher changes.  I am no longer in the classroom to impart “the” right interpretation of the text and to correct the students’ wrong interpretation.  I am joining my students in their reading, I am reading with my students.  What makes me a teacher is that I know many more readings of the given text than my students do, because I have “read with” many more people—and not because I have the true critical interpretation that my students should adopt.  My other skill comes from my practice of self-conscious contextual biblical interpretation. 

Emulating the preachers, our students need to learn to “read with others.” One strategy for this is to envision the class as a roundtable seminar (as in the roundtable pulpit) in which all the participants (students and teacher) are invited to read with each other, respecting each readings.  This requires to abandon the traditional Enlightenment pedagogical model through which students should be viewed as empty containers who need to be filled up with a knowledge content or that they should be wiped out clean of their wrong knowledge so as to be made into blank slates upon whom the scholars would write the true interpretation.   Of course this is following pedagogical strategies long developed elsewhere, heeding the basic notions of Paolo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed
.  Far from being tabulae rasae, students bring to the table their contextual understandings of the Bible.  At first students resist expressing their understanding of the teaching of the text for a certain context—they came to class to “correct” their wrong readings of the Bible, didn’t they?  But they soon cooperate.  Then as they compare their interpretations with each other—taking note of the differences—they can begin to recognize the contextual character of their interpretations, not as a problem but as a necessary part of any fruitful interpretations.  

As they compare their different contextual interpretations of a given text by reading with each others, participants in the seminar readily recognize that they have made certain contextual interpretive choices, i.e., spelling out how their interpretation envisioned the biblical text as addressing a particular concrete problem in a particular life-context.  Similarly, once prompted, they readily recognize in a preliminary way some of the theological/hermeneutical interpretive choices they have made, at first the kind of role of Scripture they envisioned, but also that they have construed in a certain way a certain theological theme that they related to the text.  

At this point it is often helpful to discuss other self-conscious contextual interpretations of the given biblical text, such as sermons and the growing number of published contextual interpretations.  On the Gospel of Mark I found particularly helpful the little book of contextual interpretations by Chad Myers, Karen Lattea, et al.   Say to this Mountain: Mark(s Story of Discipleship,
 Brian K. Blount   Go Preach! : Mark's Kingdom Message and the Black Church Today,
 diverse feminist interpretations, such as Mary-Ann Tolbert in the Women’s Bible Commentary,
 as well as those by Hisako Kinukawa and Musa Dube in the Global Bible Commentary.  

At this point I find most helpful to alert the participants to the fact that self-conscious contextual interpretations use different strategies.  Some emphasize 1) Inculturation (in their conception of theological themes and/or perception of what is most significant in a text) 2) Liberation (primarily concerned by the contextual choices, and socio-economic and political issues); 3) Inter(con)texts (reading a biblical text together with a text from the interpreter’s context, also affects the conception of themes and/or perception of what is most significant in a text) 4) Sacramental/liturgical settings (which obviously affects the theological choices, but also in the process both the analytical and the contextual choices).  

As members of the roundtable-seminar take note of the differences of these interpretations among themselves and with their own, they become more and more aware of the contextual and theological interpretive choices they have made.  They also are aware that there are differences regarding the features of the texts that are viewed as most significant, and that there are analytical interpretive choices.  

Yet, they remain concerned:  are these various self-conscious contextual interpretations properly grounded in the Bible text?  Explanations about semiotic and hermeneutical theories showing that legitimate meaning-effects are appropriately produced through the dialog between text and readers on the basis of various features of the text does not suffice (if they are helpful).  What becomes convincing for participants is to study a plurality of divergent scholarly interpretations of the biblical text.  As they are asked to respect all these critical biblical interpretations (rather than playing these scholars against each other) by underscoring that each of these biblical scholars have demonstrated scholarly skills in linguistic, in historical studies of various kinds, in rhetoric, in literary studies.  They are asked to pay close attention to the critical analytical methods each used (identifying them with books such as Anderson and Moore, eds. Mark and Method:  New Approaches In Biblical Studies
); these scholars have made different analytical interpretive choices.  

The participants are then invited to recognize the differences among the conclusions drawn from these different interpretations--e.g., by focusing on their various ways of interpreting central themes, such as parables or kingdom. For instance what are the differences among a redaction critical interpretation of Mark (e.g., in the commentary by John D. Donahue and Daniel Harrington, The Gospel of Mark
), a critical literary interpretation of Mark (in Mary A. Tolbert’s Sowing the Gospel:  Mark's World in Literary-Historical Perspective
), and a socio-political interpretation (e.g., in Chad Myers’s Binding the Strong Man
), a narrative-political interpretation  of Mark  (as in Richard Horsley’s Hearing the Whole Story: the politics of plot in Mark's Gospel
), or a history of religion/ritual studies interpretation (as in Nicole Wilkinson Duran, Power of Disorder: Ritual Elements in Mark's Passion Narrative
).
These scholarly interpretations deny their contextual character.  But now members of the roundtable-seminar discover that their own contextual interpretation posited an understanding of the themes in Mark similar to one of these interpretations and that they can use this interpretation as a companion scholar to support more fully and refined their own interpretation—especially their analytical and theological choices.   And they discover that other participants in the roundtable seminar do the same thing with other companion scholars.  Different scholarly interpretations are associated with different contextual interpretive choices, even though they want to claim that they are context free.  

Then, participants in the roundtable seminar can draw two conclusions from these observations.  

1) While we cannot pretend to guess what is the context from which and for which given scholarly interpretations have been written, it becomes apparent that each critical biblical interpretation what ever is the critical method used is readily associated with a certain kind of context and of contextual problems    

2)  Since each participant in the roundtable seminar now recognizes that her/his interpretation is the result of a series of choices—analytical, contextual, and theological interpretive choices—among plausible and legitimate alternative,  she/he has to assume responsibility for his/her interpretation.   Thus each has the ethical obligation of assuming responsibility for her/his choice of interpretation… because biblical interpretation always matters, and affects people and their lives.  The question is:  for the given context (including all those who will be directly or indirectly affected by this interpretation—and therefore often for a broader context than originally envisioned), among all these interpretation, which is the best interpretation?  

This involves asking about each interpretation:   What specific needs does it effectively and successfully address or fail to address in the context under consideration?  What problematic effects does it have (or could potentially have) in this specific context and in a broader context?  Who benefits from this interpretation?  Who is hurt (or neglected) by this interpretation? 
There are also religious/theological questions that must also be raised explicitly (rather than being hidden).  These interpretations posit different roles of this text as Scripture for Christian believers and emphasize different theological views (with which the interpreter identifies or which she/he rejects).  The question is:  What is the role of Christian convictions and values in one’s choice of one interpretation as better than the others for this context?   

Ultimately, practicing self-conscious critical biblical studies by emulating conscientious preachers is a matter of morality of knowledge.  Yet instead of a morality of knowledge conceived as accountability exclusively to the scientific guild, it is a morality of knowledge
 conceived as accountability to the broader community of all the readers of the Bible (including the scholarly guild) and all those who are affected by biblical interpretations all around the world.  

� I am in my 40th year of teaching undergraduate, seminary, and graduate courses in New Testament studies, first at Syracuse University (3 years) and since then at Vanderbilt University.  I have been a regular participant in and contributor to the meetings of the SBL (Society of Biblical Literature) and also (until this year) of the AAR (American Academy of Religion), as well as of the SNTS (Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas), and participated to the Paul ecumenical colloquium at St Paul Outside-The-Walls, Rome—Colloquio Ecumenico Paolino (each time gathering 20-25 Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant scholars).   Yet the North Atlantic scholarly societies and the dialogue with other biblical and theological “scholars”—a term that I understand in its primary meaning as designating “those who study” the Bible and theology—are only a part of my Academic context, often in tension with the other part of my academic context.    
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�  That can be viewed as a  mythical system (Lévi-Strauss), a cosmos (Peter Berger), a semantic universe (Greimas), or, as I prefer, a system of convictions.


�  Sorry, I will not give any name.  This is an illustration, not an attack.


�  The theologian Cristina Grenholm’s dialogue with me on this issue is presented in the “Overture: Reception, Critical Interpretations, and Scriptural Criticism,” pp. 1-54 in Reading Israel in Romans:  Legitimacy and Plausibility of Divergent Interpretations.  Vol. 1, Romans through History and Cultures Series.  Harrisburg, PA:  Trinity Press International, 2000.  (now, New York:  Continuum).


�  It is also denying any value to the interpretations of the Bible through the centuries that our colleagues in Church history study.  This even applies to New Testament studies.  For instance, of course, the interpretation of Isa 40:3 in Mark 1:2ff is valueless; it is merely a “popular … oral conflation of prophecies” (as a biblical scholar wrote; implying it is “worthless,” and “we know better”).  Footnote ad. loc. of the New Oxford Annotated Bible.  Third Edition. Michael Coogan, ed. New York:  Oxford University Press, 2001.


�  Leading to Romans Through History and Cultures,  a 10 volume book series at Continuum.


�  Daniel Patte, Global Bible Commentary.  (Nashville:  Abingdon, 2005). 


�  Out of which the book series, Texts@Contexts, is developed.


�  Interpreters who are not believers almost necessarily take into account that these texts are scripture for believers, even if their goals is to deny any scriptural authority to these texts.  


�  This is viewing scientists as aiming at bias-free, a-contextual descriptions.  Actually this common model used in historical critical biblical scholarship would be questioned by  scientists involved in theoretical scientific research. 


�  In what follows, I freely quote from Cristina Grenholm and Daniel Patte, “Overture: Reception, Critical Interpretations, and Scriptural Criticism,” in  Reading Israel in Romans, pp. 1-54.


�  Paula Gooder, ed. Searching for Meaning: A Practical Guide to New Testament Interpretation. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008, illustrates 23 methods, from traditional criticisms (various forms of historical criticism, concerned with one kind or another of  textual features pointing “behind the text”) to various forms of literary criticism (focused on textual features pointing to inner-textual relationships) and to various kinds of reception criticisms (focused on textual features that affects its readers in various ways).  For a shorter listing of these methods, see also Daniel Patte, Monya Stubbs, Justin Ukpong, and Revelation Velunta The Gospel of Matthew: A Contextual Introduction for Group Study.  Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2003, 54-57.  The choice of certain features of the text as “particularly significant” reflects the inculturation of the individual reader and her/his identity;  aesthetic, literary, moral, historical perspectives are cultural, even as these resist a particular culture.  


�  These religious experiences are broadly understood to include secular experience, and the most religious of experiences, namely the silence or absence of God.   


�  It is essential to recognize that the dreadful experiences of total vulnerability in the absence of God are genuine religious experiences.  See Cristina Grenholm, Merciful and Vulnerable: Contemporary Christian Faith in Jesus  (in Swedish) 1999.
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