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In a castle in the wooded hills of Bavaria in1502, a bright little girl named Argula was given a Bible for her tenth birthday. She was the daughter of a nobleman who prided himself on his scholarship and piety. The teaching of the Church of the time held that inviting individual believers to read Holy Scripture for themselves would only confuse them. “Leave the Bible to the church and its trained theologians,” so the argument went. 

To give a Bible to a ten-year old girl was almost subversive.

It was only the second year of the 16th century, after all. Martin Luther’s 95 theses, often cited as the moment the Reformation begins, would not be posted for another 15 years. 

But that German nobleman wanted his daughter to read the Bible – and read it she did. Argula committed vast portions of it to memory. She developed her own interpretation of scripture. She became a passionate advocate for the reading and study of the gospel, refusing to let Church doctrine or theologians or anything else, including Rome itself, get in the way of her understanding of the word of God.

That ten-year old became Argula von Grumbach, a leading female voice of the Reformation and its first woman to publish theological writing. As a 31-year old, von Grumbach famously challenged the men of the faculty of the University of Ingolstadt and the religious authorities of that town to a public debate:
“What [has] Luther … taught save the Word of God?” she wrote. “You have condemned [him]. You have not refuted [him]. Where do you read in the Bible that Christ, the apostles, and the prophets imprisoned, banished, burned, or murdered anyone?”

She knew her Bible.

“Neither the pope, nor the Kaiser, nor the princes,” she went on to say, “Have any authority over the Word of God. You need not think you can pull God, the prophets, and the apostles out of heaven with papal decrees…”

Her husband lost his job. 

Preachers called her a “female desperado” and worse, but von Grumbach would not be deterred. In this particular instance she was defending a student who had been disciplined for following the biblical teachings of Martin Luther. “I send you not a woman's ranting,” she wrote, “but the Word of God. I write as a member of the Church of Christ against which the gates of hell shall not prevail.”

You have to admire her style.
Frau von Grumbach was threatening the church’s power, which grew out of its control over who had access to the Bible. In those first years of the Reformation there was fierce controversy over who could interpret scripture and, thereby, control its message to the faithful. 

Protestants still wrangle over those issues today. Our denomination is on the verge of a church split because one group of Presbyterians is convinced others of us are ignoring the Word of God and have given up on the authority of scripture. Whether the issue is whom the church will ordain, or the nature of the work of Christ, or the salvation of other believers, there are different ways to interpret scripture. That’s a basic lesson of the Reformation that we often forget today: believers interpret scripture according to their own conscience.

Sola Scriptura – scripture alone – was the watchword of Argula von Grumbach and other reformers in the 16th century. For them, ecclesial authority derived not from church doctrine or priestly office, but from scripture itself.

Scripture alone presents us with the word of God, the reformers argued. The psalmist says, “I will praise you with an upright heart, when I learn your righteous ordinances.” (Psalm 119:7)
Scripture alone informs our faith with authority, the reformers argued. The psalmist says, “O that my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes! Then I shall not be put to shame.” (Psalm 119:5-6)
Scripture alone plays a unique role for us. The psalmist says, “With my whole heart I seek you; I treasure your word in my heart. I will not forget your word.” (Psalm 119:10-11, 16)
But – do we really believe scripture? Can we trust this ancient book today? Does it have any meaning to us in our time? In the 21st century those are fair questions.  

Some would say we know too much about the Bible to still put credence in Holy Writ. Since the 19th century the rise of historical-critical study of scripture has changed our view of the Bible. With the advent of archaeology and linguistic theory, of sociological analysis and the study of ancient peoples – to say nothing of the discovery of manuscripts older than any previously known – scripture no longer holds the same sacrosanct place in our religious minds. 

We know the texts of both the older and newer testaments must not be viewed as a fixed set of writings, handed down mysteriously in an instant by divine power. Our scriptures are much more dynamic that that. 

We know some of the events referred to in scripture could not have happened as described.  

We know there are different types of literature in the Bible – poetry, songs, history, metaphor, correspondence, gospel.

We know that what comes in bound form as a book today began simply as stories passed down from one generation to another. The oldest texts, in particular, began as oral tradition and slowly, over the ages, took on power and meaning and, eventually, written form that became the canon.

If you’ve been to one of the Occupy protests that began at Wall St., you know the unique way participants have of communicating what a speaker says. Because they cannot amplify the speeches they have devised an ingenious way to get the word out. The speaker delivers a line, then those nearest the front of the crowd all shout it in unison for those in the back to hear. It’s a living illustration of oral tradition: the story is passed by word of mouth. 

Yesterday’s Doonesbury comic strip has two figures talking about Occupy Wall Street and the way the speeches are communicated:

“It’s not a perfect system,” one character says. “For instance, last night a speaker said, ‘Stop corporate welfare!’ By the time that message made its way to us in the back, it was ‘Stack the egg freckles.’”

The Bible’s oldest stories were subject to similar difficulties, as they were passed from person to person in the telling. We approach scripture expecting it might have inconsistencies. We come to the text anticipating that it will have different ways of presenting the same story. 

We Protestants read scripture with at least three principles in mind:

First, when we read scripture we expect the Holy Spirit to be present. “All scripture is inspired by God,” we read in the second letter to Timothy. We can hear the breathing of the Holy Spirit in the word inspired.  “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” (II Timothy 3:16)
We always approach scripture with reverence, anticipating that God will be at work in the words we read or hear. That’s why we pray for “illumination” before we read the texts each Sunday. We ask for God’s Spirit to guide us, to open our minds and hearts, and to enlighten us. 

It takes holy imagination to read scripture. “What a joy it is,” Argula von Grumbach said, “when the spirit of God teaches us and gives us understanding, flitting from one text to the next … so that [we] come to see the true, genuine light shining out.‎” (Quoted by Peter Matheson, The Imaginative World of the Reformation [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001], p. 45)

That’s a great image: God’s Spirit “flitting” about among the lines and stories, among the pages and people of scripture, alighting in ways that illumine our understanding of God. In a psalm here, a parable there; in a prophecy or an epistle, God’s word comes to life.

Protestants of the Reformation discarded religious art and did away with liturgical ritual. Worship and religious life became ascetic. We gave up the pomp and circumstance, the liturgy and pageantry of Roman worship and instead focused solely on the written word. Unlike the more creative and colorful Catholics, Protestants were stuck with what one scholar calls, “the odour of ancient Bibles.” (Edwin Muir quoted by Peter Matheson, The Imaginative World of the Reformation [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001], p. 2)
Today we Protestants have rediscovered the power of imagination. We know the Spirit inspires us in other ways. Westminster uses art throughout the building to help people encounter the living word. Walking through these halls past the artwork prepares us for hearing the word in worship. The art tills the soil of the imagination, helping the Spirit to go to work in us.
The second principle we use in reading the Bible is that scripture is its own best interpreter. The 17th century Westminster Confession says, “The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself.” (6.009)
When we’re struggling with the meaning of a particular passage, the point will always be made clear somewhere else in scripture. The Bible is a whole, meant to be read not as an assembled bunch of disparate texts but as a collection of sacred writings that all move in the same direction, illumining the same God. 

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus repeatedly says, “You have heard it said… but I say to you…” 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also…

You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” (Matthew 5:38-39, 43-44)
When Jesus does that, he is re-interpreting the scriptures of his own tradition. These are Hebrew scripture passages he is quoting. He’s giving a new understanding to an old text – and teaching us how to use scripture to interpret scripture.

The third principle we Protestants bring to the reading of scripture is the rule of love. Scripture is the story of God’s love for us and for all creation. We read the Bible through the lens of God’s love. We test our interpretation of scripture by the rule of love, asking, “How does this text reflect or magnify or teach God’s love?” 

If our interpretation of a biblical passage leads us to an unloving conclusion or to behavior that works against love of God and love of neighbor, then we can only conclude that we have erred in understanding, or, perhaps, a particular passage might reflect a perspective that other texts tell us is misguided.

The African-American pastor Howard Thurman often spoke about his grandmother, who was born into slavery. She told him about Sunday worship on the plantation, where the black preacher would always hold forth about Moses and Jesus, but never about the Apostle Paul. It was always stories of liberation and the journey toward the Promised Land, or Jesus coming to set the captives free and the lifting up of the least of these. 

But when the white preacher came once a month, invariably he would preach on the text from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, “Slaves, obey your masters.”

When Thurman’s grandmother learned to read scripture for herself she took a pair of scissors and cut out of her Bible those texts by the Apostle Paul, on the grounds that what he said was not consistent with what Jesus taught. She was reading scripture with the rule of love. She was interpreting one text by another. She knew that the love of God would never condone the enslavement or oppression of one human being by another. (Story told by Peter Gomes, The Good Book [New York: Avon Books, 1996], p. 50)

Do we really believe scripture? Do we trust these ancient texts in our [post-modern time? We are Protestant Christians, children of the Reformation. Heirs to the tradition of Martin Luther and John Calvin, of Argula von Grumbach and Howard Thurman’s grandmother. 

We have no choice but to turn to the Bible – and we do so rejoicing, because in the pages of scripture our faith is fed, our knowledge of God deepened, and our hope strengthened.

“What a joy it is,” von Grumbach said, “when the spirit of God …gives us understanding, flitting from one text to the next … so that [we] …see the … genuine light shining out.‎”  

Thanks be to God.   Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell

Almighty God, you built your church on the foundation of Scripture, through which we hear the words of your people’s teachers, prophets and apostles.  In Scripture we hear the words of Jesus himself who is the cornerstone of our faith.  Gather your church in unity, and renew it by your Holy Spirit, that it may manifest your power among all peoples to the glory of your name.  As so many people in the Bible were faithful through their trials, help your church to be faithful in difficult times of division and conflict.  Guide us to bring about peace. Give us the strength to love our enemies and to seek the common good that serves both then and us.  

Help us, O God to join with the psalmist in praising the majesty of God and declaring, “With my whole heart I seek you; do not let me stray from your commandments.  I treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you.”

God of our lives, by the power of your Holy Spirit we have been drawn together by one baptism into one faith, serving one Lord and Savior.  Do not let us tear away from one another through division or disagreement. Give to your servants that peace which the world cannot give, the peace that passes all understanding, the peace that comes only through the action of your Holy Spirit in our lives, individually and collectively.  May your peace embrace our differences, preserving us in unity, as one body of Jesus Christ our Lord.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery….

We hold before you, O God this morning, 

We ask your comfort for those who grieve losses in their lives – losses of jobs, of relationships, of loved ones….  

We pray for Let them feel you comfort and assurance that death does not have the last word.

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us, Our Father…
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