Without pollinators food would not grow.
In most ecosystems bees are the most important pollinators.
Bumblebees are particularly good. Their wings beat 130 times per second and
their large bodies vibrate flowers until they release pollen.
This ‘buzz pollination’ helps plants produce more fruit.
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Welcome to LiFT!
Haere mai!
We are delighted to welcome you to our Living Faith Today course (LiFT)!
LiFT has two aims: firstly, to help us to engage with the task of growing in the
understanding of our faith, and in confidence in our discipleship; and secondly, to
provide an introduction to theological study for those who might be exploring a
vocation to a representative (ordained) or authorised (lay) ministry in the church.
But mostly, LiFT is for anyone who wants to learn and grow in their faith!
All ministry is grounded in discipleship. Vocation (what we also describe as ‘calling’)
is not only or even primarily about a function or office in the church. Discipleship is
the primary vocation of following Jesus Christ, discovering what that means for our
lives and the lives of our communities, and how we all grow and flourish together as
human beings. It is our hope and prayer that through participating in LiFT, you will
be inspired to continue to learn and grow in your faith, and to share that with
others. This is the start of a pilgrimage, and we are thrilled that you have chosen to
be part of it!
Each week there will be quite a lot of information to take in. Don’t worry if you feel
behind at any point, the workbook is designed so that each week you can spend time
at your own pace going over material and making notes for yourself. If you have any
questions, make sure to make a note and bring them to your local group for further
reflection. Remember that Jesus’ disciples often didn’t get things quite right, so
learning often happens over time in different ways.
A prayer for discipleship:
We thank you, Lord,
for coming into this world:
Keep our eyes fixed on You today.
Direct our thoughts and our words:
Teach us to know
and to do Your will.
Be with us, Lord,
as we take up our daily tasks:
Help us to recognise You in our work.
Amen.

Ka whakawhetai atu mātou ki a koe,
e te Ariki, i haere mai nei ki roto i te ao:
Meinga kia mau koe i ta mātou
tirohanga i tēnei rā.
Tohungia ō mātou whakaaro,
ō mātou kupu:
Akona mātou kia mātau,
kia mahi hoki i tāu e hiahia ai.
Noho mai, e te Ariki, i a mātou ka mahi nei
i ā mātou mahi mō te rā:
Ā, awhinatia mātou kia mōhio ki a koe
i roto i ā mātou mahi. Amine.
++Philip

LiFT | Living Faith Today was devised and written by
Right Reverend Dr Helen-Ann Hartley in 2017.
We are deeply grateful for this enduring gift
to the Diocese of Waikato and Taranaki.
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2018 Schedule – Sessions 1 to 8
May 22th to July 24th

May-22
May-29
Jun-05
Jun-12
Jun-19
Jun-26
Jul-03

Session 1 – Introduction and overview
Session 2 – Journaling and Journeying
Session 3 – Why pray? What is prayer?
Session 4 – The Old Testament
Session 5 – The New Testament (Gospels & Acts)
Session 6 – The New Testament (Epistles)
Session 7 – The New Testament (Revelation)
TWO WEEKS OFF
Jul-24 Session 8 – Ways to read and interpret the Bible

Recommended format for each Tuesday evening:
7pm
7.30pm
7.30pm-8.40pm
8.40pm-8.45pm
8.45pm-9pm

arrivals, cup of tea, prayer together;
everyone joins the teaching session;
teaching and group work;
quick introduction to next week’s session;
session ends with night prayer in regional groups.
(If you are unable to be at a session, please let your local tutor know!)

Each teaching centre has a local tutor/chaplain/coordinator. They are responsible
for hosting the session, ensuring everyone has the materials they need, and
facilitating the group discussions. They will also lead the times of prayer and keep
the sessions moving along. This may mean some local conversations have to end
before they have properly concluded. The important thing is to note where you still
have things to discuss and come back to them on another occasion if you are able
to. These are also the questions to explore in your weekly journal.
Please remember to bring your Bible, Prayer Book and any writing materials
you may need with you each week!
Most people participating in LiFT will be doing so via the weekly video-conference
sessions. Some will be accessing the sessions ‘offline’ at other times. If you are part
of such a group then your sessions will more or less follow the format of the weekly
gatherings. If you are doing LiFT alone, then make sure you connect with a local
‘buddy’, with someone whom you can discuss and reflect with over a coffee, or by
phone or Skype. If you need help connecting with someone, please don’t hesitate to
contact the Ven Stephen Black (027 741 0949) who can help connect you.
The course-book that accompanies LiFT is +John Pritchard’s Living Faithfully. From
time to time, the sessions will ask us to engage with specific parts of this book. Inbetween times, you are encouraged to read the book, and make a note of what
stands out for you from what +John says.
‘And (Jesus) says to them, “Come here, after me, and I’ll make you fish for human beings!”
They immediately abandoned their nets and followed him’ (Matthew 4.19-20)
(All Biblical quotations in LiFT are taken from Nicholas King’s translation of the Bible, published by Kevin
Mayhew)
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RULE OF LIFE
In many Christian communities something called ‘A Rule of Life’ is held in common.
Each one of us may have personal disciplines that we adhere to and which help keep
us checked and balanced in our daily lives. Perhaps you can think of what your own
rule of life might be currently?
Perhaps you don’t realise that you do have one!
In the history of monastic and religious communities, rules of life have played an
essential role. They involve commitments to prayer, study and service and are
adapted to a variety of contexts. The Bishops believe it important that participants
in the LiFT course adhere to a rule of life, and we outline that below. The rule is
framed round the episcopal vision of prayer, discipleship and connection to
community. It is based on material from the St. Anselm community founded by the
Archbishop of Canterbury (which also has a non-residential component), and the
Diocese of Winchester in the Church of England.
We recognise that each person will need to work out how these principles are
worked out in their own lives, but the principles themselves enable us to be united
in Christ in living this common rule.
The different parts that make up the whole rule are divided into three sections:
LOVING | prayer and building devotion and intimacy with God
LIVING

| being disciples of Jesus

SERVING | meeting the needs of others in our communities

Loving



We choose one another in patience, grace and humility (Jhn 15.15b-16a)



We welcome the work of the Holy Spirit within us (Jer. 31.33)



We are willing to be vulnerable with one another in honesty and trust (Pvbs
20.5-7)



We acknowledge that we may hold different views from one another and
accept that our deepest unity is in Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5.17-20)



We invite the presence of God in our gathering and in our willingness to pray
daily for one another, for our church, our world, and our communities (Rev.
4.8b-11)



We make space for silence in our daily lives (Lam. 3.24-30)
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Living


We choose to offer our whole being in the likeness of Christ (Mt. 11.28-29)



We intentionally engage with this experience of learning, and



this opportunity to pursue a new intimacy with Jesus (Mk 6.30-33)



We devote ourselves to developing our relationship with God through our
studies (Mk 10.21-22)



We commit to attending weekly sessions and honouring God and one another
in that (Hbws 12.11-13)



We commit to applying ourselves to learn, reflect and grow through this time
of study (Pvbs 9.9-10)

Serving



We commit to finding ways to serve with compassion in our communities and
renewing a sense of purpose in what we are already doing to help our
communities to engage in God’s mission (1 Jhn 4.19-21)



We do not seek self-gain in this course of study, rather a deeper sense of how
we might serve God and others. We walk with Christ in his suffering unto
death and in his glory through resurrection (Phil. 2.5-11)

++Philip
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SESSION 1
Introduction and overview; discipleship; Jesus; learning together
Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully pages 9-16

SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Introduce ourselves, and reflect on what it means to learn together (15 mins)
 Look at how LiFT works and at the contents of Block 1 (5 mins)
 Think about what it means to be a disciple (15 mins)
 Talk about who Jesus is (25 mins)
 Pray together (before and after the session)
PEOPLE… (5 mins)
An important phrase in this course is that we learn more from people than from
paper! So although you will get various printed materials, the people in your group
(or who are supporting you, if you are tuning in to this course alone) are the
course’s most valuable resource.
Your local tutor will introduce an activity to find out a little about each other
You may like to make a note here of the names of others in your group, perhaps
something about them, and pray regularly for them throughout the course.
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…WHO LEARN TOGETHER (10 mins)
Your local tutor will facilitate this
How do you feel as you set out on this course? Choose the figure in the picture that
best represents you?

Each of us is learning new things all the time, and we know from experience what
makes it easy or difficult to learn. By yourself, think of something you have learned
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within the past year. It can be some new information or ideas that you picked up,
something you learned about yourself or other people, or something you have,
or something quite ‘unspiritual’! How did you learn it? In a formal or informal way?
By yourself, or with others?
Get into pairs to talk about: what you learned, and what made the learning effective?
Then, as a local group, put together a list of things that help you to learn. You can
note down the important things below:

Point to ponder: Do you think that learning about the Christian faith is different
from learning about other things? What do you think about the following phrase: ‘I
hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I do and I understand.’
BLOCK 1 OVERVIEW; KEEPING A JOURNAL (5 mins)
Facilitated centrally (note that next week’s session will cover more about the
journal).
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BEING A DISCIPLE (15 mins)
Facilitated centrally
One of the most important invitations Jesus gave to people was ‘Come and be my
disciple.’ The word ‘disciple’ means ‘learner,’ and it is instructive to examine the
variety of ways in which Jesus taught people.
++Rowan Williams writes:
‘Discipleship…is a state of being. Discipleship is about how we live; not just the decisions
we make, not just the things we believe, but a state of being. It’s very telling that, at the
very beginning of John’s Gospel (John 1.38-39), when the two disciples of John the Baptist
come to Jesus they say, ‘Rabbi, where are you staying?’ Jesus says, ‘Come and see,’ and
they stay with him for the rest of the day. The Gospel teaches us that the bottom line in
thinking about discipleship has something to do with this staying. Later on in the same
Gospel (especially John 15) the same language of ‘staying’ or ‘abiding,’ as it is often
translated, is used again to describe the ideal relation of the disciple to Jesus: ‘Abide in
me,’ he says; ‘abide in my love’ (John 15.4, 9).
++Rowan Williams Being Disciples, SPCK, 2016, pp. 1-2

There are several things that are important to note here:
 Discipleship is about all of who we are, not just what we do or say, but who
and how we are.
 Discipleship is about relationship. If we choose to stay with Jesus, we begin to
notice things about ourselves and about our environment.
 Discipleship is not an occasional hobby, but a lifetime journey of being with
Jesus and with one another.
 Discipleship is about finding ourselves with people we never thought we
would encounter.
 Discipleship is about ‘going the distance’ through good times and bad, in joy
as well as in sorrow.
Spend some time in local groups reflecting on these points. Is there any one point that
resonates strongly with you? Use the space below to take some notes:
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A good way of getting into the topic of discipleship is to have a closer look at Mark’s
Gospel. We will be saying more about the Gospels in Session 5, but for now let’s
focus on what we can learn about discipleship through the lens of this Gospel.
Nicholas King SJ writes that a good way of approaching the whole of Mark is to see it
as intending to ask two questions: (1) Who is Jesus? and (2) What must Jesus’
disciples be like? Following Jesus is a central theme of Mark’s Gospel; the disciples
leave everything to be with Jesus (1.16-18; 2.14). Mark uses the word ‘follow’
frequently and usually in relation to Jesus, both to describe a general group (2.15;
3.7; 8.34) and the select group of the Twelve (6.1). Mark 8.27-10.52 contains key
teaching on discipleship, but if we take a moment to look at these passages in detail
(and one thing to do this coming week is to read through these chapters carefully
and notice what they say) we quickly find that the disciples don’t seem to be very
successful at understanding! Peter (who is often held up as a model disciple) seems
to get things wrong in a spectacular way: he denies he knows Jesus (14.66-72); he
even curses Jesus (14.71). But on that point we can reflect (looking at the hint of
restoration in 16.7) that:
‘Jesus’ promise of the restoration of the Twelve – even after their desertion and denial –
is the message that Mark holds out to readers who, like Peter, may have failed under
threats but may still experience forgiveness and restoration. In a first-century setting,
where opposition from relatives and neighbors (sic) or intimidation from Jewish and
Roman authorities might have led some Christians to compromise their witness, this hope
would have been very meaningful’.
Larry Hurtado ‘Following Jesus in the Gospel of Mark – and Beyond’ in Patterns of Discipleship in the
New Testament, ed. R. N. Longenecker, Eerdmans, 1996, p. 25)

This quotation recognises something important about what happens when we read a
Gospel and use it to reflect on discipleship: the Gospel was written in a specific time
and context, when there were particular challenges for people in confessing their
faith, often a matter of life or death or exclusion from family groups. Thinking about
that, what reflections can we bring from what it means to be a disciple today? What
are some of the challenges that we might face?
Spend some time in local groups reflecting on this.
Point to ponder: read through Mark 8.27-10.52 during this coming week, and
note the teaching Jesus offers on discipleship here. Use it to fill out the picture
you already have. What might this picture suggest for Christians today about their
discipleship? (Exercise drawn from ‘Exploring the New Testament’ by David Wenham and Steve
Walton, SPCK, Vol. 1 2001, p. 204)

WHO IS JESUS? (20 mins)
Facilitated centrally
Let’s begin with a quote from Albert Schweitzer, a Biblical scholar and winner of the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1952 (please excuse the non-inclusive language):
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‘He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lakeside, he came to
those men who knew him not. He speaks to us in the same words: ‘Follow me!’ and sets
us to the tasks which he has to fulfil for our time. He commands. And to those who obey
him, whether they be wise or simple, he will reveal himself in the toils, the conflicts, the
sufferings which they shall pass through in his fellowship, and, as an ineffable mystery,
they shall learn in their own experience who he is.’
Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus, Macmillan, 1956, p. 403.

This quote invites us to imagine us like the first disciples, knowing nothing about
Jesus. Can you imagine that? Who is this Jesus whom we follow?
In his book Living Jesus (SPCK, 2010, pp. 2-15), +John Pritchard discusses different
‘types’ of Jesus that he has encountered in his life. These are:








Gentle Jesus (calm, wise, blonde hair and blue eyes)
Judge Jesus (a tyrannical figure who goes around flourishing a red card)
Heritage Jesus (benign, nice to visit occasionally, frozen in time)
Living Jesus (stepped out of the pages of the New Testament and into our
lives)
Terminator Jesus (initially attractive, but victorious, targeting ‘the enemy’)
Professor Jesus (a wise and good man, encouraging us to use our brains to
think deeply; great, but needs to get out more)
Jesus the Hon. member for Galilee West (the carrier of the message of the
Kingdom of God with social and political urgency)

He then describes the Jesus he has found:





Jesus the generous evangelical (strong and generous; compelling and
fascinating)
Jesus the earthy catholic (sacramental with a strong focus on the Eucharist)
Jesus the Spirit-led ‘charismatic’ (exciting, energetic)
Jesus the thoughtful liberal (reason as important: we don’t have a monopoly
on the truth, rather we seek constantly to find it)

He then goes on to describe the Jesus who has found him:




Jesus the Master of surprise (an opportunity to reflect on the many images of
Jesus that shatter our ideas of what he looked like)
Jesus the Master of disguise (can we recognise Jesus in places we wouldn’t
expect him to be?)
Jesus the Master (Jesus says simply ‘Follow me’, and the consequences are
live-changing)

In local groups, take 10 minutes to discuss these ‘images’ of Jesus. Have you found your
understanding of who Jesus is has changed throughout your life? You may wish to make
some notes below:
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What follows is a case study to help us think about some of the foundations for our faith in
Jesus. It comes from a specific context, and forms part of a long-standing scholarly
endeavour known as ‘the quest for the historical Jesus.’ One of the reasons why this study
might be useful comes from media skepticism and an era of so-called ‘post-truth.’ We may
face, from time to time, in conversations what the basis for our faith is? That Jesus was an
historical person whose earthly life and ministry took place at a particular time and in a
particular place is a central part of the Christian faith. Engaging in understanding this is
therefore an important task for us today.
Over the centuries, various scholars have engaged in something which has become
known as ‘The Quest for the Historical Jesus.’ The origins of the quest stem from
the 17th and 18th centuries in Europe: the time of the so-called Enlightenment. During
this time, lots of traditions were being questioned, including those of religion.
Influential movements like ‘deism’ and ‘rationalism’ aimed at rejecting God. It is here
that we see individuals taking aim at Jesus and attempting to reduce him to a failed
prophet.
An example of this is a book by Hermann Samuel Reimarus whose text was
published between 1774 and 1778 after his death. Reimarus was the first to open up
a gap between the ‘Jesus of history’ and the ‘Christ of faith.’ This is a gap that has
remained; some choose to ignore one side of it, others are able to reconcile a deep
sense of Jesus having lived in a particular time and place with the timelessness of his
divine being. Much of the attempts to tackle the ‘Jesus of history’ focused on Jesus’
miracles, and attempted to explain them without the need for divine intervention.
One of the great names in the history of the quest is Albert Schweitzer (who we
have already encountered in this session). Schweitzer made the point that many
attempts to ‘capture’ Jesus as an historical figure in fact simply reflected the interests
and priorities of those who were seeking to write about him in the first place!
In more recent years, two competing groups have tended to dominate the scholarly
scene. Firstly, the Jesus Seminar: a group of mainly North American scholars who
12

gather and vote with coloured balls on particular Gospel stories to decide whether
or not they represent Jesus’ authentic words! The sort of ‘image’ of Jesus that has
emerged from their deliberations is Jesus as a cynic teacher. (The Cynics were a
Greek philosophical school, founded in the 4th century BC. They advocated a simple
lifestyle and rejected the establishment.) Secondly, groups of scholars who have
sought to place Jesus in his context: religious and social. Some of the work that has
been generated by these interests has been helpful. Recognising Jesus’ Jewishness and
interpreting what he said in the light of the history of Judaism has been very positive;
examining Jesus’ words in the light of the social and political context equally
illuminating.
The second gathering of international scholars (the first of whom were originally
part of The Jesus Seminar) is called ‘The Context Group.’ These scholars (who, like at
least some of The Jesus Seminar) come from a faith perspective and want to be able
to examine the New Testament in its social context using models from
anthropological research. Their concern with The Jesus Seminar is that their work
does not adequately place Jesus in his context, and this has a negative effect on our
ability to understand the documents that tell us about Jesus (the New Testament).
While we might find a lot of this irrelevant to our faith today, there can be no doubt
that an understanding of some of the complexities of Jesus’ context and that of the
writers of the New Testament documents is an important foundation for our own
faith today. We may even be surprised at some of the similarities that arise!
Moreover we might then be open to listening to different perspectives from our
own and willing to learn from views that might seem very different from what we
have long held dear. Our faith is an historical faith, and we need to grasp that with all
its challenges in order to help make sense of our discipleship today.
It is useful also to think carefully about our sources for Jesus: the New Testament
(particularly the four Gospels; some extra-canonical Gospels and sayings of Jesus; a
few references in the writings of the first century AD Jewish historian Flavius
Josephus). We will look more at these in Session 5.
‘If the earth in its planetary orbit swung even fractionally nearer the sun it would become
a different kind of world in which, if there was any sort of life, it would be quite a new life
system. If human consciousness became even fractionally more conscious of God we
would become a new humankind. This happened in Jesus. He was the new man because
his entire being was in continuous response to the Father.’
John V. Taylor (quoted in +John Pritchard How to Explain your Faith, SPCK, 2006, p. 76)

In local groups take 10 minutes to imagine yourself in dialogue with a sceptic on the
subject: ‘Knowing about Jesus is impossible historically; it all depends on faith.’ How would
you handle that statement? Engaging with this process is taking us into the area of
apologetics (the ancient art of defending the faith). For an excellent contemporary reflection
of this practice read Francis Spufford’s ‘Unapologetic: why, despite everything, Christianity
can still make surprising emotional sense’ (2012, Faber & Faber).
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GETTING READY FOR SESSION 2
As well as doing some work on your ‘points to ponder’ this coming week, in
preparation for Session 2, have a read of Living Faithfully pages 103-109. Keeping a
journal throughout this course is partly about being attentive to yourself, to those
around you, and to your journey. But most of all it is about being attentive to God.
As you begin to craft your journal, having a discipline of being attentive will be very
important indeed. You may find this meditation written by Stephen Cherry helpful
this week, and as you begin to think about keeping your journal:
To do list
I don’t yet have a list.
Only the prospect of a list.
An orderly, linear a, b, c
of what I must.
I have items
jangling in my mind,
swirling and arching,
each with different dread,
every one with the potential to expand –
to explode into a day’s work.
I resist the idea of making a
list of items. Why cage them or make them tame?
I like their colourful, darting
behaviour, hide and
seek across the cortex.
‘Oh, I had forgotten that.
Must remember to do it after lunch.’
Give me a net and the skill to
use it to trap those darting-fish thoughts,
those important tasks to be done.
Help me to land them, sort them,
work my way through them.
Help me to focus my attention, my
time, my energy where it can
be most effective.
And let me throw the little fish back;
let me catch them another
day – when they have grown.
Stephen Cherry Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, pp. 35-36.
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SESSION 2
Journey and Journaling

Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully pages 103-109
SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins). Has anything arisen from the
‘points to ponder’?
 Examine the concept of embarking upon and participating in a journey
throughout the course (10 mins);
 Reflect on some biblical and theological writing passages that illumine this
theme (40 mins);
 Consider the process of keeping a journal, one of the key components of this
time of learning that lies ahead (10mins)
 Pray together (before and after)
PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF (10 mins)
Last week, we started the course by thinking about what it means to be a disciple,
and who is Jesus? Has anything stood out for you this past week as you have
reflected on what we discussed and learnt?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation around these topics. You may
wish to make some notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we progress through the
course.
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JOURNEY (10 mins)
In his book The Journey (2014, SPCK p. vii), +John Pritchard writes:
‘I’ve always loved the words ‘Let’s go.’ They’ve invariably promised adventure: everything
has been packed in the car for the start of the holiday; the passports are in the bag; the
newspapers have been cancelled – ‘Let’s go.’ Or, we’ve finished lacing up our boots at the
foot of a Lake District mountain; we’ve checked our back-packs; we’ve got the map –
‘Let’s go.’ For me, those words are full of anticipation and promised. They’re the trigger
for action.
And so it was for Jesus…’

This painting is by the Scottish artist William McTaggart (1835-1910). It is called ‘The
Coming of St Columba’ and depicts the scene where the 6th century Irish saint
Columba approaches Kintyre to preach the Gospel. It is evocative of another scene,
closer to home showing Samuel Marsden’s sermon preached with Ruatara at Oihi
Bay (see next page). In the painting above, look at how the small family group are
huddled against the landscape. As the sea suggests, it was rather blustery on the
west coast of Scotland! The painting evokes the possibility of the Gospel. The boat
hasn’t yet arrived, and the people on the land haven’t yet heard the good news. Can
we relate to that in our own lives? Where have we seen the possibility of the
Gospel? Where have we sensed the potential for God’s story to be present and
shared?
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I will leave your imagination to ponder the similarities and differences between these
paintings, and do remember these are artistic impressions! But they are helpful tools
to set the scene about what a journey in faith might be like. What are the joys?
What are the challenges? Can you reflect on your own journey with faith and notice
‘points’ along the way? You may wish to make some observations below. Spend
some time in your local groups reflecting (10 mins).
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JOURNEY (Biblical and theological reflections 40 mins)
In this section we will look at two biblical passages, and two excerpts from
theological writing. We will listen to an introduction, and have some discussion in
our local groups.
1.

Genesis 12.1-9 (The call of Abram)

Map from Thomas Nelson Publishers, Nelson's Complete Book of Bible Maps & Charts : Old and New
Testaments, (Nashville, Tenn.: Thomas Nelson, 1996).

This is a story that contains divine commands and promises. God tells Abram to go
and travel to a land that he will be shown. God promises to make Abram into a
great nation (note, ‘Abram’ means ‘Father of greatness’; ‘Abraham’ means ‘Father of
many’), and that through Abram many will be blessed. We might note that God
appears arbitrarily to uproot Abram, and sends him away from his home. If we look
at Gen. 23.4, Abraham speaks of his being ‘in the land’. Verses 4-9 see Abram go on
his journey south from Haran to Canaan, which is the land that God wants him to go
to. Abram does not question God’s command (something that New Testament
writers notice in Heb. 11.8-10). It is significant that Abram does not enter any
ancient cities of Canaan: he lives in tents as a travelling stranger.
Point to ponder: There are number of things additionally that we might notice in
this account: Abram’s age; the requirement to take possessions and people with
him. This appears as a marked contrast to Jesus’ call to his disciples to ‘travel
18

light’! (Luke 9.3). This might imply that there are different strategies for different
contexts and periods in history?
Discuss this passage now in your groups, and make some notes below:

2.

Luke 24.13-35 (The Emmaus Road)

Two disciples are walking along a road. They are emotionally and physically
exhausted and filled with disappointment and despair. They do what most people do
in response to trauma through a shared experience: they discuss what happened.
When I picture the scene in my mind I see the two of them with their heads
downcast, they are turned in on themselves and are trying to make sense of all that
has happened. So caught up in themselves, they don’t notice the stranger when he
19

draws alongside them. I imagine that they are a bit put out at this man who has
intruded on their space and who seems not to know about the things that have
happened. The rest of the narrative we know well: how the stranger is of course
Jesus himself, and how they realise this now at the breaking of the bread when the
true meaning of their companionship comes alive and nothing is ever the same again.
That is the meaning of that word ‘companion’: ‘to share bread with’. To feed the one
alongside you not just with food, but with the bread of life, and life in all its fullness.
Nicholas King suggests that the Emmaus road story may be interpreted as a worship
service: it begins with a gathering, a sense of where the people are; a confession of
dreams laid bare and disappointments in all their rawness. The Scriptures are read
and explained, as Jesus does, though it might not always be wise for the preacher to
begin by telling the congregation that they are ‘fools’! Prayers follow, as the two
disciples petition Jesus to remain with them; then the meal is shared, and the
disciples are so inspired by their encounter that they sprint back to Jerusalem to tell
of what has happened to them. What begins with a rather slow pace ends with great
energy. The journey is only just beginning, even though they have returned to where
they started, everything has changed!
Point to ponder: I wonder, how many of us feel so energised by worship that we
cannot wait to get out and share the good news with everyone we might see on
our way home! But I wonder if we might connect what we encounter in the
breaking of bread, with how we love our neighbour, with the words we use with
and about one another; with the gestures of love and care we use; with our
advocacy for those who are in difficult and unjust situations that we may hear
about. I wonder what difference our gathering as Christians makes; what
difference it could continue to make to our lives and the lives of others?
Discuss this passage now in your local groups, and make some notes below:

20

3.

++Rowan Williams Being Christian, SPCK, 2014, pp. 3-4

In this excerpt, ++Rowan discusses baptism as a key part of the Christian journey:
‘So the beginning of Christian life is a new beginning of God’s creative work. And just as
Jesus came up out of the water, receiving the Spirit and hearing the voice of the Father,
so for the newly baptized Christian the voice of God says: ‘You are my son/daughter,’ as
that individual begins his or her new life in association with Jesus.
In the tradition of the Christian East especially, when the baptism of Jesus is shown in
icons you will usually see Jesus up to his neck in the water, while below, sitting under the
waves, are the river gods of the old world, representing the chaos that is being overcome.
So from very early on baptism is drawing around itself a set of very powerful symbols.
Water and rebirth: rebirth as a son or daughter of God, as Jesus himself is a son; chaos
moving into order as the wind of God blows upon it.
So it is not surprising that as the Church reflected on what baptism means, it came to
view it as a kind of restoration of what it means to be truly human. To be baptized is to
recover the humanity that God first intended. What did God intend? He intended that
human beings should grow into such love for him and such confidence in him that they
could rightly be called God’s sons and daughters. Human beings have let go of that
identity, abandoned it, forgotten it, or corrupted it. And when Jesus arrives on the scene
he restores humanity to where it should be. But that in itself means that Jesus has to
come down fully to our level, to where things are shapeless and meaningless, in a state of
vulnerability and unprotectedness, if real humanity is to come to birth.’
Point to ponder: One identity that all Christians share is our baptism. It can also
be said that there are many people out there who have been baptized but have
forgotten that part of their identity, for whatever reason. ++Rowan goes on to
reflect that baptism does not mark us off as special or privileged, rather it enables
us to ‘gain a new level of solidarity with other people’ (p. 6). Although baptism is
about cleansing with water, it puts us into the messiness of being human: ‘you
don’t go down into the waters of the Jordan without stirring up a great deal of
mud!’ (p. 6).
Spend some time in local groups discussing the importance of baptism for our
Christian journeys. You can make some notes below:
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4.

Ian Reader Pilgrimage. A very short introduction, OUP, 2015, p. 20

In this excerpt, Ian Reader introduces the word and explains its meaning:
‘The English word ‘pilgrimage’ derives, via the French pèlerinage, from the Latin terms
peregrinus, ‘foreign,’ and per ager, ‘going through the fields.’ Thus it indicates the idea of
journeys, travelling, leaving the comforts of home, and being a stranger in the lands
through which one journeys. It was also often associated with the notion of the human
being as homo viator – a figure on a path or journey seeking the meaning of life (and, in
Christian terms, finding God). Pilgrimage as a practice certainly predates Christianity, with
evidence of travel in earlier periods to sacred sites in numerous parts of the world, from
ancient Greece to India and China. As a word, however, its initial origins are with
Christianity, and associated with early Christian travel to places associated with significant
figures (from Jesus to the multitude of saints) and key events and stories in the tradition.’
Reader goes on to explore various themes of pilgrimage, and points out that ‘in
essence pilgrimage incorporates three main elements: travel and movement,
veneration in some form, and a special place or places considered to have some
deep significance (often associated with sacred figures or founders) that makes them
stand out from the world around them’ (p. 41).
In your local groups, discuss this theme of ‘pilgrimage.’ Have you ever been on a pilgrimage?
What might pilgrimage look like in your own community?
KEEPING A JOURNAL (10 mins)
The practice and discipline of journal-keeping is a key component of LiFT. We
suggest that after this evening’s session you acquire a notebook (blank pages might
be easiest, as you may want to draw pictures or even doodle your reflections!) and
use it to keep track of your learning and reflections during the course. Lots of
people nowadays blog, if you go online you will find many examples of this, covering
all manner of topics. The act of writing on paper is a slightly different process. This is
a private expression of your formation during the course (as opposed to a public
online forum). Towards the end of the course, we will be invited to share some of
our insights from our journal: this might be a brief written reflection, a prayer, a
poem, a picture, a piece of music. Something that has touched you and which you
feel might help others. To have confidence and courage to share our faith with
others needs to begin with our own story, interwoven with God’s story. Before we
can share our faith, we need to do some inner work through prayer and reflection.
Thomas Merton (1915-1968) was an American Catholic writer, monk and
theologian. He wrote more than 70 books, mostly on topics of spirituality and social
justice. His book The Sign of Jonas is a journal that he kept in his years leading up to
his ordination as a priest in 1949. He writes:
‘Keeping a journal has taught me that there is not so much new in your life as you
sometimes think. When you re-read your journal you find out that your latest discovery is
something that you already found out five years ago. Still, it is true that one penetrates
deeper and deeper into the same ideas and the same experiences.’
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Through keeping a journal, you will be engaging in theological reflection (TR). A basic
5-step exercise in TR is this:
1.

Focus on whatever has been the best thing that has happened to you or for
you during the week. Write a short phrase to identify it and make it specific.
2. Fill out the memory of that event or observation as richly as you can (and
you may want to draw pictures or write a poem or a song).
3. Find connections between elements of your reliving of the experience and
texts, prayers, parables and events from our Christian tradition.
4. Return to the event constantly through the week noting what else you
discover about it and your response to it.
5. Action: what might change for you from this event? Note down two or
three actions, however small, that your reflection leads you to consider taking
as a way of living out the truth of what you have discovered.
Judith Thompson, Theological Reflection, SCM, 2008, p. 2.
Judith Thompson later makes this important point: ‘Seeking to discover and translate
into real life God’s truth for us today in relation to particular situations through the
hermeneutic of scripture and tradition requires a lively freshness of heart and mind
on the part of the seeker, as well as diligence and commitment in searching and
questioning, and a readiness to let go into uncertainty for as long as may be needed’
(p. 9).
So, be good to yourself, and good about yourself!
It may be that your discipline of journaling at some point during the week (it need
not be daily) might be combined with prayer-time. Judith Thompson discusses this
using the ‘ACTS’ mnemonic below (on p. 118):

Adoration and contemplation: Spiritual writers describe seeking God for
God’s sake (rather than seeing God as a means to our own self-enrichment) as the
beating heart of the spiritual life. We need to be ready to respond to all of our
experience in life;

Confession and repentance: Through journaling, we seek metanoia, a Greek

word meaning transformation of mind and perspective that makes new life and
new growth possible. Through this we develop critical self-awareness, and we try
to remove ‘blind-spots’ so that we might respond creatively to situations;

Thanksgiving: or the blessing of the good things God has made so that God can
be seen in them, lies at the heart of Christian prayer. How can we give thanks and
express gratitude in what we observe during the week?;

Supplication or intercession: is for many the core of prayer. When we pray
for something, we can do something about it; action is an inevitable result.

The New Zealand artist, Richard Killeen (born 1946) creates pictures using cut-outs.
These images are collections of stories which come together to form a larger story
(which is quite complex when you view it). In 1987, he titled two of his largest
works Stories we tell ourselves and Stories we tell each other (at the time they were
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painted, these cut-outs included the largest number of pieces Killeen had ever put in
one work: 129 and 136 respectively. Today, the number sometimes exceeds 300):

(Richard Killeen, Stories we tell ourselves, 1987)
There is a journaling aspect to Killeen’s art (it may be suggested!). By framing aspects
of story, place, gender, identity, history and so on, Killeen brings together visual
representation of his own identity, beginning a conversation about our own. Not all
of us think visually, so this may not resonate with you, but it does present us with
another model for how a journal might be kept.
Finally, a brief reflection on rabbinic midrash as another framework for keeping a
journal. The Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann observes:
‘…if we do not keep the conversation going with the script, we shall all be
scripted in ways that are neither human nor faithful’ (Interpretation and Obedience:
From Faithful Reading to Faithful Living, Fortress Press, 1991, p. 113).
In Jewish Rabbinic biblical interpretation ‘midrashim’ are the interpretational
conversations that the Rabbis have to try and make sense of the texts. The word
‘midrash’ is itself derived from the verb ‘darash’ meaning ‘to seek.’ In a collection of
rabbinic texts collected together between the years 400 to 600, there is a phrase:
‘The Torah is full of holy fire; it was written with a black fire upon a white fire.’ The
black fire refers to the letters of the Torah, the actual words written down. The
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white fire refers to the space in-between the letters. Together, black fire and white
fire make up the whole. On another level, the black fire represents the literal
meaning of the text, and the white fire represents ideas that we bring to the texts
when we read them. The white fire has endless potential for new meaning that can
incorporate stories, songs, even silence when meaning cannot be found in its fullness
(yet). Open any Bible and you will see the words on the page, surrounded by blank
space. That blank space represents the life of the journal you will be crafting
throughout the weeks ahead.
Point to ponder: have you ever kept a journal before? Reflect on whether you
might journal in words or with art or music, or perhaps a combination of all of
those elements?
GETTING READY FOR SESSION 3
As well as doing some work on your ‘points to ponder’ this coming week, you will
start to keep your journal. Make sure to get a note-book, and begin the process of
prayerfully reflecting on your journey. Use some of the material above about
theological reflection to help frame your thoughts. You could also simply reflect on
each week’s session using some prompt questions:
What happened in the session?
How did I feel about what happened?
What did I learn?
How will I use what I learned?
What questions do I still want to ask?
In preparation for Session 3 on the topic of ‘Prayer,’ read Living Faithfully pp. 19-25.
Prayer is about a relationship with God, and an openness to respond to God in our
daily lives; it is also about ‘living gracefully’, seeking a prayerful presence and attitude
in all that we do. Read and reflect on what +John has to say about the reality of
‘Living Gracefully.’ You may find this meditation by Stephen Cherry helpful in
considering what, where and how to pray:
Coffee Break
This is not a special occasion.
There is no form, no dress-code.
Nothing seems at stake, though
I know it is.
This is not a real time.
More a break, a gap,
an interval, an interlude, perhaps.
A grown-up’s vestige of
playtime.
Yet it is as real and sacred as
any meal,
as worthy of grace.
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As the coffee flows from the
pot, or takes form in the cup,
I pray a blessing on those
who grew the beans, milked
the cows; on those who transported it all
to me.
I am in a shop. I pray for the staff:
keep them cheerful and give them
good leisure when their work is done. I
pray that their wages are fair.
I am at work. I pray for my
colleagues and workmates: give
them interesting and wholesome
tasks and help us get on.
I am at home. I pray for
this place and those I share it with:
may good things happen
under our roof.
I am visiting others. I pray for
those giving me hospitality, whether
I was invited or just dropped in:
may our conversation be
honest, kind-hearted and rich.
I am alone. I pray for good
thoughts. Let me take a minute
or two of calm, of silence.
Let my imagination, my
mind, my heart commune; let
them make peace together.
May this moment be refreshing;
a time of real progressing;
a rich and real blessing;
a daily cup of peace.
Stephen Cherry Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, pp. 47-48.
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SESSION 3
Prayer
Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully, pages 19-25
SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins). Has anything arisen from the
‘points to ponder’?
 Consider together what prayer is (10 mins)
 Explore something of the heritage of prayer that we share (10 mins)
 Think about different ways of praying (25 mins)
 Reflect on the challenge of prayer in the contemporary world using two
examples from the media (10 mins)
PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF (10 mins)
Last week, we looked at the theme of journeying and journaling. Has anything stood
out for you this past week as you have reflected on what we discussed and learnt?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation around these topics. You may
wish to make some notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we progress through the
course.

27

WHAT IS PRAYER? (15 mins)
‘We are a remarkable paradox – the finite made for the infinite, the time-bound with a
nostalgia for the transcendent, the eternal. It has been said that we each have in us a
God-shaped space and only God can fill it. Our natural milieu is the divine and that is why
one great African saint and Father of the Church, Augustine of Hippo, could assert in
words that are widely quoted:
‘Thou hast made us for thyself and our hearts
are restless until they find their rest in thee.’’
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, An African Prayer Book, Hodder & Stoughton, 1995, p.xiv

‘If we want to see things changed, it starts with prayer. It starts with a new spirit of
prayer, using all the traditions, ancient and modern. When it comes, it will be linked to
what has gone before, but it will look different – because it is a renewal for new times.
God’s created community is perfectly designed for its time and place. It almost always
comes from below. It comes from Christians seeking Christ.’
Archbishop Justin Welby

‘Prayer is not informing God of our needs or asking God to change ‘his’ mind. We are
setting up our will in opposition to God’s will or willing God what he should be doing. Such
egocentric prayer fosters many forms of neurotic religious behaviour, such as praying for
victory over others or the fulfilling of egotistical desires. Absurdity of this kind begins by
creating a God in our own ego- (or super-ego) image.’
Laurence Freeman OSB, Jesus, The Teacher Within, Canterbury Press, 2010, p. 203

These quotations above lay out what might be described as some basic
understandings of what prayer is, and why we pray: prayer is conversation with God;
we pray because we are in relationship with God; the desire for and need for prayer
is constant and must be renewed in every generation; prayer is not a shopping list of
what we want read out to God (note that although we make intercession, we do
pray for people and for situations, in doing that we evoke God’s will and our
acceptance of that, not our self-driven desire for things to be the way we want them
to be). When we pray ourselves, or listen to prayer we know that in some way
God’s presence is being acknowledged and invoked. When we hear the call for
karakia we know that God’s blessing is being asked for. Prayer and karakia both
speak about the very essence of what it is to be human, that all of us and all of our
environment is bound up in the divine-human relationship. There is no division of
sacred or secular, everything belongs to God.
We will explore in a moment something of the heritage of prayer, but let’s just
pause and remember that when Jesus’ disciples asked him to teach them how to pray
he taught them the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6.9-13; Luke 11.2-4). Let’s take a brief look
at Luke’s version, noting the following:
 Jesus commands the disciples that they should pray in this way;
 Note how this teaching on prayer is accompanied by the amusing story about
the friend who arrives at midnight (vs. 5-8).
In his comments on the Lord’s Prayer in Luke, Nick King observes:
 ‘The disciples regard Jesus’ teaching as a bit puzzling, but as something that
they ought to do, and that Jesus ought to teach them to do…
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The parable of the friend at midnight teaches us what prayer is like: it is a
relationship between friends, who will cheerfully give other friends what they
need;
There are three friends in the parable, the one in bed, the one who wants
bread, and the one who has been on a journey, and the repetition of the
word may seem a bit clumsy, until we realise what Luke is doing: the key to
prayer is friendship;
God is not therefore a drinks dispenser, which discharges the appropriate
substance when the appropriate coin is inserted and the right button
pressed…
…we should note that Jesus uses quite powerful, active verbs for talking
about prayer: ‘ask,’ ‘seek,’ and ‘find’ suggest that we are supposed to take an
initiative in prayer, and present our needs; Luke’s version of the Lord’s
Prayer is all requests, although of course we may always have to recognise
that God may know better than we do what we need.’

Nicholas King, The New Testament freshly translated, Kevin Mayhew, 2004, pp. 160-161.

In a formal sense, our ANZPB (our prayer-book) is a vital book in the corporate
expression of our faith. While prayer can be informal, when we articulate a rhythm
of prayer together we are saying something important about who we are as a people
of God (particularly in our Three Tikanga context). As Anglicans we hold to the
phrase: Lex orandi, lex credendi (what we pray, we believe), and we often add lex
vivendi (so we live). Our prayer-book therefore contains our beliefs, our doctrines,
and so its words are crafted with immense care.
Some quotations about prayer taken from +John Pritchard’s book How to Explain
your Faith, SPCK, 2006, pp. 109-110:
‘Prayer is keeping company with God’ (St. Cyril of Alexandria)
‘Prayer enlarges the heart until it is capable of containing God’s gift of himself’ (St.
Mother Teresa of Calcutta)
‘Prayer in some way helps to thin out the fabric of the world or opens the door of
opportunity for the action of God to come through’ (++Rowan Williams)
‘Peggy Noonan was a speechwriter for Presidents Reagan and Bush Snr. In 1998,
she found herself writing as a journalist about what she called the ‘Terrible Big
Thing’ that she believed was on its way. This was before the events of 9/11 that
traumatized the nation. This is some of what she wrote: ‘So be good. Do good.
And pray. When the Virgin Mary makes her visitations – and she’s never made so
many in all of recorded history as she has this century – she says: ‘Pray! Pray
unceasingly!’ I myself don’t, but I think about it a lot and sometimes pray when I
think. But you don’t have to be a Roman Catholic to take this advice. Pray.
Unceasingly. Take the time.’
In local groups take some time now to discuss the above, and share with one another what
your understanding of prayer is (5-10 mins). You may wish to make some notes below:
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Point to ponder: Look again at Jesus’ teaching of the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew
and Luke. What similarities and differences are there between the two versions?
We shall be thinking more about the Gospels and their similarities and differences
in session 5 so you can make a note of any questions you have for that session!
THE HERITAGE OF PRAYER (10 mins)
Thinking about the history of prayer would take many sessions, so in this brief
section we won’t attempt to do all of that! We will however focus on Jesus’ own
heritage of prayer as a reminder that our faith story is grounded in a much larger
story of God’s dealings with the world than our own.
In Jesus’ day, what might be called the great prayer book was the Davidic Psalter (the
Psalms). Alongside this, there were many prayers stemming from religious different
communities. Many of these prayers are recorded not in the Bible (specifically the
Old Testament or Hebrew Bible as it may be most appropriate to describe it as) but
in other literature such as the Dead Sea Scrolls (the DSS are a collection of documents
discovered at Qumran in the Holy Land in the 1940s; they are the documents of a Jewish
sect who lived at Qumran, and they give us our earliest known manuscript editions of the
books of our Old Testament. The documents found may be dated from the period of the 5th
century BC to around the period of the 4th century AD). The scrolls tell us that the
beginning and end of the day were celebrated by special prayers; the end and the
beginning of the week were heralded by the Sabbath services in the home,
synagogue, temple and other religious gatherings. The year began at Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur with special prayers and psalms, and was divided by great festivals
such as Passover. Interestingly and significantly even for us today, Jewish time was
liturgical time: the day was marked with prayer, and the year was held in a rhythm of
prayer and seasonal observance.
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Point to ponder: to what extent can we still speak about the rhythm of our day
and our year as liturgical? We pause to remember Easter and Christmas, for
example, and for many, ANZAC day has taken on an overtly religious tone (while
somehow remaining ‘secular’ (though that can be debated!). What opportunity
might this give us to tell the story of our faith with more confidence?
Foundational for Jewish prayer were the daily prayers in the home (particularly grace
after meals [not before]) and the frequent prayers of the individual. During Jesus’
time, the Hebrew Bible (or Old Testament) began to take on a more fixed or
canonical form. Alongside this, the basic themes in Jewish liturgy were being
normalized and we begin to get more formal prayers as well as informal prayers.
Significantly, Jewish prayers were not (unlike other cultures) pleas for material
possessions or rewards, or magical manipulation of a deity who could be controlled
by special deeds or words. The author of Daniel has Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abednego confess that even if God would not deliver them, he was their God (Dan.
3.16-18). The first century Jewish historian Josephus in his Jewish War (an account of
the revolt of the Jews against Rome in 66-70 which led to the destruction of the
Temple in Jerusalem), describes how Palestinian Jews resisted the Romans (notably
Pilate), and offered their lives in the refusal to compromise their law and liturgical
customs. Jews lived out the conviction that God does hear and answer prayers,
though not necessarily in the way we might want them to be answered. Psalm 116
says: ‘I love the Lord, for he hears my voice, pleas; for he inclines his ear to me
whenever I call’ (116.1).
(Much of the above is drawn from the article on Prayer in Early Judaism by James Charlesworth in the
Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol. 5 pp. 449-450.)

This is just a snapshot of something of the history and heritage of prayer that forms
and informs how we pray today.
In your local groups consider how aspects of this heritage continue in our traditions today?
Consider the ‘point to ponder’ above about liturgical time, and give some thought to the
shape of the year as still steeped in this religious heritage. You may want to make some
notes below:
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HOW TO PRAY (25 mins)
‘Is there an easy way to pray? Yes and no. No-one ever truly encountered God without
being scorched in some way. To take prayer seriously is to enter unchartered territory
with a map that simply says, ‘Here be dragons.’ But the names of the dragons are the
many names of Love, and encountering love is, at heart, the most natural human activity.
Think then of a human relationship of love, like a close friendship. It has many
expressions.’
+John Pritchard, How to Explain your Faith, p. 108.

‘Prayer is like a wheel with many spokes. The different spokes represent different forms
of prayer – these can be explicitly religious such as those we practice in church, or less
obviously so, like walking, exercise, making music or art. Whatever concentrates our
attention in a selfless way can be said to be a form of prayer. The fruit of all prayer is a
calmer mind and a more open and compassionate heart.’
Laurence Freeman OSB, Sensing God, SPCK, 2015, p. xvi.

There are many ways to pray. In your local groups, take a few minutes to identify as
many forms of prayer as you can. You can note them below:

In their introduction to Lift up your Hearts. Prayers for Anglicans, SPCK, 2010, p. xiv,
Andrew Davison, Andrew Nunn and Toby Wright describe different prayers as ‘The
Church’s Banquet’. They say: ‘When we pray we learn to pray; as we pray we enter
into that rich experience of prayer which George Herbert describes...in his
poem…in a series of metaphors that seek to describe this ‘banquet’ or riches.’
Point to ponder: George Herbert (1593-1633) was a Welsh-born poet and
Anglican priest whose legacy of poems are richly part of the Anglican tradition,
giving voice to hymns like ‘Teach me my God and King.’ The poem referred to
above is this (noting the language!):
Prayer, the Church’s banquet, Angels’ age.
God’s breath in man returning to his birth,
The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,
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The Christian plummet sounding heaven and earth;
Engine against th’Almighty, sinners’ tower,
Reversèd thunder, Christ-side piercing spear,
The six-days’ world transposing in an hour,
A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear;
Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and bliss.
Exalted Manna, gladness of the best,
Heaven in ordinary, man well drest,
The Milky Way, the bird of Paradise,
Church-bells beyond the stars heard, the soul’s blood,
The land of spices; something understood.
You may want to ponder that poem during the week, perhaps even reflect on it
creatively in your journal.
When we thought briefly about the heritage of prayer in the previous section, much
of that seemed to contain words. Another part of our Christian heritage are the
writings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers from the 3rd and 4th centuries. Laurence
Freeman reminds us that they described prayer (and introducing the related word:
meditation) as the ‘laying aside of thoughts.’ Laurence Freeman goes on to describe
the practice of closing our eyes and repeating a single word or ‘mantra’ over a
period of time. Two of the oldest forms of simple prayer like this are firstly the
Aramaic word ‘maranatha’ (found in 1 Cor. 16.22) which means something like
‘come, Lord Jesus’; and secondly the ‘Jesus Prayer’ used particularly in the Eastern
churches: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ While this
does involve a word, or a handful of words, the purpose is, through repetition, to
lead us into a deeper silence with God (with 1 Kgs 19.11-13 in mind).
+John Pritchard in his book Ten. Why Christianity Makes Sense, SPCK, 2014, pp. 98107 identifies ten examples of ways to pray:
1. Trust your instincts: what are the things that call us to pray? What do we
encounter in our daily life that we by instinct can call to mind in prayer? This
may involve elements of thanksgiving, intercession and confession.
2. Structured prayer: sometimes helped by ACTS (Adoration, Confession,
Thanksgiving, Supplication) or TSP (Thank you, Sorry, Please). You can also
spend time with the Bible each day, perhaps with one of the readings set in
the Lectionary. More structured still are the forms of the Daily Office
(morning, midday, evening and night prayer) which can be found in our
ANZPB and in many other forms across the world. In Daily Prayer for All
Seasons, Canterbury Press, 2016, we encounter a rhythm of prayer from the
Benedictine tradition. As we discussed briefly above when thinking about the
heritage of our faith, prayer is an integral part of the way in which the
Church divides up the year in a structured way: Advent, Christmas, Epiphany,
Lent, Holy Week, and Easter, and Ordinary Time. Within these, there is an
‘inner structure’ which in the Benedictine tradition is found in a cycle of 8
intervals, called ‘hours.’ One example given is a simple prayer for waking up
(known as ‘Lauds’ from the Latin Laudate, omnes gentes, Laudate Dominum!
Sing praises, all people, sing praises to the Lord!):
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Opening:

Praise the Lord, O my soul:
Praise God’s holy name.

Scripture: The glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see
it together. (Isa. 40.5)
Meditation: How will I look for God’s glory today?
How will I help others see it?
Prayers:

Come, Emmanuel, come dwell with me.
Hope of the world and Word of life:
Come, Emmanuel, come dwell with me.

Going Out: Praise the Lord, O my soul:
Praise God’s holy name.
3. Lectio divina (holy reading): whereby we read the Bible slowly and
prayerfully to encounter God in the process, rather than rushing through the
passage.
4. Ignation meditation: building on the previous, but this time as we read
entering into it with all our senses (what do we see, smell, touch, hear,
taste?).
5. Silence and centering prayer: referred to above (Laurence Freeman).
6. The examen: the founder of the Jesuits, Ignatius of Loyola, required the
members of the order to use this way of prayer at the end of each day.
Essentially it involves a reflection on the day, noticing what happened and
how we responded. Before session 2 you were encouraged to read pp. 103109 of Living Faithfully, which outlined the importance of being attentive to
God. This form of prayer is putting into practice that deep-held desire to
wait on God in everything that we do, say and think.
7. All of life as prayer: this type of prayer is often found in the Celtic
tradition, where there are prayers for everything, including milking cows:
Bless, O God, my little cow.
Bless, O God, my desire:
Bless Thou my partnership
And the milking of my hands,
O God.
Bless, O God, each teat.
Bless, O God, each finger;
Bless Thou each drop
That goes into my pitcher,
O God!
8. Prayer with bells and whistles: what is meant here is prayer that might
use other things as a stimulus, for example music (such as a Taizé chant), or
icons. Our whole bodies may be used to express prayer and praise, even
outstretched hands during the Lord’s Prayer can be a powerful way of
connecting our words with God’s presence.
34

9. Prayer with others: you will do this quite a bit on the LiFT course, as each
session will begin and end in prayer. Praying with others can remove us from
our own preoccupations as we become aware of the needs of others. The
image of the Body of Christ reminds us that each person has something to
bring to the whole.
10. The Eucharist: we often don’t think of this as prayer, but the words that
the priest says over the elements (the bread and the wine) are known as ‘The
Eucharistic Prayer.’ The Eucharist contains all the elements of prayer:
gathering, confessing and seeking forgiveness, listening to God’s word,
intentional bringing of petitions and thanksgivings to God, sharing the peace,
giving thanks for all that God has done for us in Christ, sharing a meal, and
being sent forth.
In local groups reflect together whether you have used any of these types of prayer above?
What appeals to you? What are you not sure about? What might you be willing to try this
coming week? Do you have a favourite written prayer that you like to use? There may be
other occasions when you regularly pray, for example saying grace before meals. Think
about other times when prayer is used.
Point to ponder: Does prayer change anything?
Andrew Davison, Andrew Nunn and Toby Wright in the book mentioned above
say this:
‘Prayer certainly changes the world in one obvious way: it makes it a world in which
people pray. This is a better sort of world, one where we are more honest about our
needs and our status as God’s creatures. Whatever else we might say, it is right and
fitting that we should commend ourselves and others into God’s care.
God wishes to draw us into his work. He gives us good things whether we pray or not,
but when we do pray he shares his work with us…’
Lift up your Hearts, p. 13.

In local groups you may wish to have some conversation about that ‘point to ponder.’ You
can make some notes below:
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THE CHALLENGE OF PRAYER IN OUR CONTEMPORARY WORLD (5 mins)
In an article published on The Guardian newspaper website in the UK (March 23rd
2017), the contributor and priest The Rev’d Dr Giles Fraser said that: ‘Prayer is not
wishful nonsense. It helps us to shut up and think.’ Fraser was responding to the
events in London on the previous day in which a number of pedestrians and a police
officer were killed by a man who drove his car at high speed over Westminster
Bridge towards the Houses of Parliament. The instinctive response from many was
to say, ‘our thoughts and prayers are with…,’ which was met with critical response
online in the form of another prominent commentator, Julia Hartley-Brewer saying:
‘Can everyone stop all this #PrayforLondon nonsense. It’s these…stupid beliefs that
help create this violence in the first place.’ Fraser said this:
‘Prayer is not a way of telling God the things he already knows. Nor is it some act of
collective lobbying, whereby the almighty is encouraged to see the world from your
perspective if you screw your face up really hard and wish it so…Prayer is mostly about
emptying your head waiting for stuff to become clear. There is no secret formula. And
holding people in your prayers is not wishful thinking. It’s a sort of compassionate
concentration, where someone is deliberately thought about in the presence of the widest
imaginable perspective – like giving them a mental cradling. But above all, prayer is often
just a jolly good excuse to shut up for a while and think. The adrenaline that comes from
shock does not make for clear thinking or considered judgment. Those who rush to
outrage say the stupidest things.’
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2017/mar/23/prayer-is-not-wishful-nonsense-ithelps-us-to-shut-up-and-think

Take a couple of minutes in your local groups to think about this situation above, and the
responses to it. If you had to make a positive defense of prayer and its purpose today, what
would you say?
GETTING READY FOR SESSION 4
Next week we begin a series of sessions on the Bible. By way of preparation, have a
look through the Old Testament, to gain a sense of an overview of its content. A
quick skim through is all that is needed at this stage. Do some more thinking about
the ‘points to ponder’ from this week’s session, and make sure your journal is filled
in. Have a read of Living Faithfully, pp. 116-122. In this section, +John talks about
‘Nurturing Friendships,’ and in this he provides quite a neat overview of the Biblical
narrative (on pp. 118-119). One of the most important aspects of the Old
Testament story is the creation and nurturing of new communities, and all the
challenges of that. Hold that in mind as we begin our journey through the Bible next
week.
You may find this meditation by Stephen Cherry helpful this week as you get into the
rhythm of LiFT and continue your reflections:
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Breath of God
Breath of God,
be my life this day;
be my compassion.
Breath of God,
be my connection with your
places of distress and darkness;
with your places of despair and desolation.
Breath of God,
flow where you are not expected;
flow where there is hurt and hatred.
Breath of God,
flow where life is coming to an end;
flow into the kingdom of death.
Breath of God,
flow into me, through me, from me:
as grace, as love, as Spirit, as life.
Breath of God, breath of God, breath of God,
breathe on me,
breathe with me
breathe me.
Stephen Cherry, Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, p. 26.
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SESSION 4
The Old Testament

Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully pages 116-122
SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins)
 Think about the Bible as a whole (10 mins)
 Take a closer look at the Old Testament, and examine a key theme which
relates to the LiFT theme of journeying and vocation (the call of Abraham)
(40 mins)
 Pray together (before and after)
PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF (10 mins)
Last week, we looked at prayer. Has anything stood out for you this past week?
Have you tried any new forms or ways of praying?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation around these topics. You may
wish to make some notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we progress through the
course.
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THE BIBLE (10 mins)
It is a bit daunting to attempt to cover the whole Bible in 4 sessions! But remember,
this is a way of introducing you to it, so try not to be too anxious. We aren’t going
to be able to read the whole Bible in that time! But we will hopefully gain an overall
sense of it, and how the various parts of the Bible all fit together. You may already
be familiar with quite a lot of the Bible, but there are bound to be parts of it that you
haven’t spent a lot of time with. As Christians we are compelled to take the whole
Bible seriously, but if that means the whole Bible, then how should we use and
reflect on difficult passages? Just take a look at the story of Jephthah’s daughter in
Judges 11.29-40, for example. Have you heard a sermon preached on that recently?!
In local groups take a quick look at that passage. What do you notice? What are the
challenges of reading this passage and potentially sharing it with others as part of our faith
story? You may want to make some notes below.

One of the things that we immediately start to do with a passage like this is to try
and make sense of it. This process of ‘making sense’ is something that we will come
back to in the last session of Block 1, when we take a look at ‘hermeneutics’ (which
is a word for interpretation). So as we read through different parts of the Bible, and
think about its overall structure, try and be aware of when interpretation is taking
place and ask yourself, is it True, Helpful, Inspiring, Necessary and Kind (THINK)?
On that note, and as a way to help guide us, here’s a quote from the introduction to
Bishop Helen-Ann’s book Making Sense of the Bible, SPCK, 2011, p. 3:
‘What this book does aim to do is to encourage the asking of questions, knowing that it is
not possible to obtain all the answers, allowing for an encounter with God in the spaces in
between. This is itself a path of exploration that is rooted in our own particularity as
children of God, allowing our own weakness to be held by God’s generous grace. It is an
approach modeled by the Wisdom tradition of the Old Testament, present in the New
Testament, and which involves the continuing search for meaning in life. This search
involves living and learning together despite our differences. As has so often been
demonstrated, however, it is the negotiating of those differences that so often makes the
Bible seem remote and flat, when what we have in the Bible is a vibrant and varied
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collection of books that leave plenty of room for disagreement and debate. To encounter
the Bible is to stand on holy ground, and any debate about it has something to do with
God whether we acknowledge that or not.’
In his book How to explain your faith? +John Pritchard has a chapter entitled: ‘The
Bible – big, black and boring?’ He begins with a number of challenging points:





As well as being boring, the Bible’s irrelevant. What’s the dubious history of a
migrant race in the Middle East over 2000 years ago got to do with us today?
How can you trust what it says? Where’s the evidence? How can you believe
in Adam and Eve, Noah’s Ark and the people who lived for 175 years?
It’s very variable in quality. Some parts are exquisite and some parts are
terrifyingly awful.
Why are just these books in the Bible? Other books tell different stories but
they got side-lined. Sounds like some kind of power-play.

+John Pritchard, How to explain your faith? SPCK, 2006, p. 97.

Point to ponder: As +John points out in How to explain your faith, p. 98:
‘Whatever else you want to say about it, the Bible has fed the world, and changed
it. The overarching story of God has made sense of the world for countless
millions of people. Civilisations have taken their moral shape from its teaching.
The biblical narrative has inspired some of the world’s greatest art, literature,
poetry and drama. For centuries no-one could be called educated unless they
knew its rich text. In short, the Bible has permeated our culture and many others.
Ours is the first generation to be estranged from this core script.’
That last sentence in particular is provocative. It does represent a real challenge to us,
that biblical literacy (knowledge of the Bible and its contents) is not as high today as it
once was. This means that there is a real need to communicate its message creatively
and clearly, for a new generation. How might we do that today? What signs of this do
you see?
You may also want to pause and reflect on the role of the Bible in Aotearoa New
Zealand. Perhaps consider the stories of the first sermon preached on Christmas Day
1814, as well as Tarore of Waharoa. What other examples can you think of?
The Bible as a whole is a complex document! The word ‘Bible’ actually comes from
the Greek biblia, meaning ‘books.’ The Bible is therefore a library of 66 books,
written over a period of at least 1000 years by different authors, in different
contexts, and with different goals. It contains many different types of literature: law,
history, poetry, wise sayings, prophecy, gospel, letters, and apocalyptic.
Take a few minutes in local groups to reflect on the above. What strikes you as most
important when we begin to think in detail about the Bible? You may wish to make some
notes below.
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TAKING A CLOSER LOOK AT THE OLD TESTAMENT (40 mins)
The Old Testament (hereafter ‘OT’) makes up about three quarters of the Bible. If
you made a list of the Bible’s 10 longest books, 9 come from the OT. Psalms is the
longest, with over 43,700 words, and the only New Testament (hereafter ‘NT’)
book in the list is Luke (and it’s the 10th longest book at 25,900 words!). In spite of
the fact that the writers of the NT saw the OT as very important (and remember
that it was ‘the Bible’ in Jesus’ context, and was written in Hebrew with a dash of
Aramaic now and then [in the book of Daniel for example]), it can appear a baffling
assortment of material to the modern Christian. Part of the difficulty arises because
the various parts of the OT were written during a period of many hundreds of years,
in many different styles, with a variety of purposes (something we have already
mentioned). We are not helped, either, by the order of the various books of the
OT: they do not come in the order in which they were written, nor are they always
in the chronological order of the events to which they refer; and they are not in the
same order as in the Hebrew Bible either (because of changes made when a Greek
translation was produced in the last few centuries before the birth of Jesus).
Point to ponder: Perhaps the best short description of the OT is that it tells the
story of how the Hebrew people’s faith grew and developed. But Christians have
always seen the OT as more than just historical background. Hebrew writings
have become part of Christian scripture because the first followers of Jesus
believed that the OT expresses the mind of God for communities and nations.
Therefore it is for everyone!
The OT is like a library (remember ‘biblia’ = books). The books are arranged by type
and, broadly speaking, the OT has the same pattern as the NT: books of narrative
come first, followed by writings which act to some extent as a commentary on the
narrative. In the table below, the narrative books are divided into 2 sections, to
emphasize the importance given in the Hebrew Canon to the first 5 books. Likewise,
the remaining books are divided into 2 sections to emphasis the distinction in the
Hebrew Canon between writings of prophets and more general writings.
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Books of the OT
Narrative books:
Torah (“The Law”) Recounts the formative events for the people of Israel GenesisDeuteronomy
History of Israel Recounts events in the nation of Israel from the conquest of Canaan to
the return from exile Joshua-Esther
Writings:
Wisdom Literature A mixture of poetic and proverbial material Job-Song of Songs
The prophets The message (and sometimes lives) of prophets living after the kingdom
of Israel was divided into two Isaiah-Malachi
Refer to the contents page of your Bible as you look at the table. Note that this
classification is over-simple in some cases, because some of the books fail to fall into
a neat category.
The Old Testament tells stories, issues instructions and also gives lots of space to
really important themes such as:
 the family
 honesty and fair dealing in business
 experiencing depression
 showing justice to the poor and oppressed
 being a good friend
 facing anger or failure
Taken from Simon Jenkins, The Bible from Scratch, 2004, Lion Books, p. 29.

In local groups take a few minutes to share thoughts on the Old Testament. How often do
we hear sermons preached on it? Do you have a favourite story from the OT?
The Law of Moses
The first 5 books of the Bible are known as The Torah (The Law), and they begin
with some well-known words: ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the
earth…’ All stories have a beginning, and a plot, and this is an ancient pattern as we
can see from the Bible as a whole! The first 11 chapters of Genesis contain many
widely known stories, but their picture of God seems quite strange and challenging
at times:






Adam and Eve (Genesis 1-3)
Cain and Abel (Genesis 4)
Methuselah, at 969 the world’s oldest man (Genesis 5)
Noah and the flood (Genesis 6-9)
The Tower of Babel (Genesis 11)
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When we reach Genesis 12 we encounter the call of Abraham. Abraham is the
first person for whom we have a detailed life-story in the Bible. The story is set in
about 2000 BC. The rest of Genesis is taken up with the story of Abraham and (his
wife) Sarah’s family. It is true to say that the family are by no means perfect! They
are very human people, with great weaknesses, yet great strengths too.
In local groups, let’s take a few minutes to think about Abraham. Have a read of Genesis
12.1-6 and then Hebrews 11.8-10.




Share together experiences of moving home: has anyone had a move which
was a decisive turning point in their life? How did you explain your decision
to other people? Did they understand?
Now think about Abraham and Sarah: how might Abraham have explained
his decision to his (extended) family? How might Sarah, for example, have
felt?
Think about how Abraham might be an example for you: what exactly does
Hebrews commend about Abraham? Would you say that Abraham was a
missionary? Should Christians expect this sort of call?

Point of interest: you might notice that Abraham’s name changes from Abram to
Abraham. ‘Abram’ in Hebrew means ‘great father’; ‘Abraham’ means ‘father of
many.’ This helps us understand something of Abraham’s changing vocation
becoming literally the father of us all! His story however remote from us, is part
of ours too. Names are very important in the OT (and in the NT too), and they
often say something important about the person’s character or purpose in life.
What do our names say about us? What about the names or labels that we use for
others?
Some questions to think about:





If God chose to bless the world through Abraham, what does that say to
you about God?
On what basis do you think God makes such choices?
What is the purpose of being chosen by God?
What is the cost of being chosen by God?

After Abraham, the next important figure is Jacob (his alternative name was Israel
which is why his descendants are known as the Israelites [meaning ‘triumphant with
God’], and then Joseph, who is sold into slavery by his brothers but becomes a key
figure in Egypt. A change in leadership results in Jacob’s family becoming slaves
(Exodus 1) and here we get the first appearance of another key figure, Moses. In
Exodus 7-10 God brings ten plagues on Egypt which eventually causes Pharaoh to
relent and let the Israelites go free under Moses’ leadership. Moses receives the Ten
Commandments in Exodus 20, and ‘The Law of Moses’ becomes a vital part of
Israelite identity (and in many ways ours too, though note the ways in which the Law
was debated by Jesus in the NT!).
After the Law books we have Joshua and Judges. Joshua took over from Moses
after Moses had led the Israelites into Canaan. The problem was of course that
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Canaan was already occupied by other people, so perhaps not surprisingly, lots of
warfare resulted. This period of warfare is described in Joshua and Judges, with
Judges containing stories of 12 individuals who were leaders during this time,
known as judges (of whom Gideon, Samson, Deborah are most notable). Their
leadership gave way to the first of Israel’s kings, and this is told in 1 Samuel. The
first king was Saul and 1 Samuel tells us all about his story. After Saul dies, 2
Samuel tells us about David, and then Solomon. After Solomon, his son
Rehoboam took the throne but civil war followed and then a steady path towards
Israel being conquered by Assyria and Babylon which led to slavery and exile.
Ezekiel one of the prophets living in exile in Babylon brought a message of hope:
that God would bring Israel home, which indeed did happen about 70 years after the
exile began. One of the tasks that needed attending to was the rebuilding of the
walls of Jerusalem, which is what we read about in the books of Ezra and
Nehemiah.
The OT contains a lot of poetry and songs, many of which remain used to this day,
or at least we can see how even contemporary songs reflect similar themes:
celebration, mourning, story-telling. Examples include the songs of Moses and
Miriam celebrating the escape from Egypt (Exodus 15); the song of Deborah and
Barak celebrating a victory for the Israelites (Judges 5); David’s lament for Saul
and Jonathan (2 Samuel 1). The Psalms are a key element of the legacy of poetry,
reflecting a wide range of emotions: joy, thankfulness, faith in God, anger, despair,
doubt, and revenge. We do know that some of the Psalms were sung because they
tell us this, for example Psalm 150:
Praise him with the sounding of the trumpet,
praise him with the harp and lyre,
praise him with tambourine and dancing,
praise him with the strings and flute,
praise him with the clash of cymbals,
praise him with the resounding cymbals.
Let everything that has breath, praise the Lord.
Psalm 150.3-6
Also full of poetry is the Song of Songs, which is a love poem full of rich imagery:
trees clap their hands, hills sing for joy, God’s enemies melt like wax; the sun is so
eager to rise that it’s like a bridegroom going to his wedding; the beloved’s teeth are
like a flock of sheep; God rides on the clouds; and his Law is sweeter than honey,
dripping from the comb. Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes represent part of the
Wisdom tradition. Job is particular is a powerful book asking some profound
questions: where is God when innocent people are suffering? The Bible doesn’t hold
back from asking tough questions, and this is important for us to continue to do
today.
The final section of the OT contains the books of the prophets. The prophets
represent a different kind of leadership who appear alongside other leaders in the
OT narrative. For example, there are stories about the 2 main prophets during the
early time of the kings: Elijah and Elisha. Later prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah
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have their own books in the OT. Simon Jenkins provides a helpful summary of some
of the key points about the prophets:
1.
2.
3.
4.

They spoke to their own generation;
They took the people back to Moses;
They transformed the faith of ancient Israel;
They looked ahead to the future.

Simon Jenkins, The Bible from Scratch, pp. 49-50.

Point to ponder: The prophet Joel leans forward into the NT when he says:
‘I will pour out my Spirit on all people.
Your sons and daughters will prophesy,
your old men will dream dreams,
your young men will see visions.
Even on my servants, both men and women,
I will pour out my Spirit in those days.’
Joel 2.28-29
In local groups take some time to reflect on this material. What have you learnt; is there
anything that has surprised you? You may wish to make some notes below.
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Finally, a question and a point to ponder!
Question: What about the women?
In our exploration of the narrative of the OT we have identified many important
characters, but there seems to be a distinct lack of key women (perhaps with the
exception of Deborah the judge). We might also observe that the way in which
women are portrayed is rather negative at times (and you can find plenty
examples of that, alongside of course some not so well-behaved men). During the
week to come reflect on this, and see if you can identify some important women
in the OT books, or places where more feminine imagery is used. Often
overlooked for example is the fact that ‘Wisdom’ is a feminine word in both
Hebrew and Greek. Given the importance of Wisdom literature, and its influence
in the NT (particularly the Gospel of John), how might that influence our
understanding of a fullness of humanity portrayed and presented throughout the
Bible?
Point to ponder:
God uses common people:
Joseph, a slave, to save his family (Gen. 39-47);
Moses, a shepherd (and someone who had committed a murder), to lead Israel
into the Promised Land (Ex. 3);
Gideon, a farmer, to deliver Israel from Midian (Judg. 6.11);
Hannah, a housewife, to be the mother of Samuel (1 Sam. 1);
David, a shepherd, to be a king (1 Sam. 16);
Esther, an orphan, to save her people from massacre (Esther).
And God uses common objects:
Shepherd’s staff, used by Moses to work miracles (Ex. 4.2-4);
Ram’s horn, used by Joshua to flatten the walls of Jericho (Josh. 6.3-5);
A fleece, used by Gideon to confirm what God wanted Gideon to do (Judg. 6.3640);
Oil, used by Elisha to show God’s power to provide (2 Kgs 4.17);
A river, used by Elisha to heal a man of leprosy (2 Kgs 5.9-14);
Pottery, used by Jeremiah as an object lesson about God the creator (Jer. 18.1-10;
19.1-13)
If there is time, in local groups, have some discussion about the question and the point to
ponder.
GETTING READY FOR SESSION 5
As well as doing some work on your ‘points to ponder’ this coming week, in
preparation for session 5 have a look at the Gospels and the Book of Acts. If you
have time, try and read the whole of Mark’s Gospel (the shortest Gospel!). Read
Living Faithfully, pages 123-129 about ‘Building Community.’ One of the key themes of
the whole of the NT is the sense of a new community being built, as God’s story
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widens its reach through Jesus and the power of the Holy Spirit. You might also find
this meditation by Stephen Cherry useful as you journey through the week to come:
Fullness of Life
Give me, this day,
a lung full of spirit,
an eye full of beauty,
a step full of joy,
a mouth full of praise,
and hands full of nothing
but desire to do your will.
Stephen Cherry, Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, p. 21.
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SESSION 5
The New Testament (Gospels & Acts of the Apostles)
Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully, pages 123-129

SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:





Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins). Has anything arisen from the
‘points to ponder’?
Examine an overview of the New Testament (‘NT’) (5 mins);
Look more closely at the four Gospels and (as part of our examination of
Luke) the Acts of the Apostles (50 mins);
Pray together (before and after)

PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF
Last week, we began our overview of the Bible by focusing on the Old Testament.
Has anything stood out for you this past week as you have reflected on what we
discussed and learnt?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation around the topics we looked at
last week. You may wish to make some notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we
progress through the course.
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THE NEW TESTAMENT (5 mins)
The NT falls into 4 sections, beginning with the four similar but different accounts of
Jesus’ life known as the Gospels. The sections are:





Jesus (Matthew to John)
The Church (Acts)
Letters (or ‘epistles’) (Romans to Jude)
The End (Revelation)

All of the books are written in Greek, and by far the most space in the NT is taken
up with letters: 21 out of the 27 books are letters (with the possible exception of
Hebrews which is sometimes described as a letter but probably isn’t). The other
books are biographies or Gospels (though as we shall see ‘Gospel’ was a new type of
literature in the ancient world); a history book (the Acts of the Apostles); and a
book of apocalyptic prophecy (Revelation; more about that word ‘apocalyptic’ in
session 7). While the NT is written in Greek, Jesus will have spoken Aramaic (a form
of Hebrew). A handful of Aramaic words remain however in the Gospel accounts:
‘Talitha kumi!’ (Mark 5.41 ‘Little girl, get up!’); ‘Ephaphatha’ (Mark 7.34 ‘Open up!’);
‘Abba’ (Mark 14.36 ‘Father’); ‘Eloi, eloi, lama sabachthani’ (Mark 15.34 ‘My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?’).
Although the Gospels appear first in the NT, they are not the earliest documents it
contains. The letters of Paul were the first to be written (with either Galatians or 1
Thessalonians competing for the honour of being the first); the Gospels only came
later. One reason for this is that to begin with there were still many eyewitnesses to
Jesus who could share the stories about him from first-hand knowledge. It was only
when these initial individuals started to die that our four Gospel writers collected
together the stories and shaped them to reflect the needs of their own communities.
One of the other features of the Gospels is that they are both as similar to one
another, as they are different. There is a particularly close relationship between
Mark, Matthew and Luke, so much so that they share material in common (with
Mark likely being a common source and therefore the first Gospel). A word that is
often used to describe the relationship between Mark, Matthew and Luke is
‘Synoptic’ (meaning ‘seen with one gaze’).
John is often seen as being quite different. Some of the chronology of Jesus’ life is
different (the cleansing of the Temple happens early on in Jesus’ ministry rather than
near the end), and John is sometimes seen as being a deeper, more theological
Gospel.
The Book of Acts was probably written by the same person that wrote the Gospel
of Luke, and so sometimes scholars refer to both books in the same breath: LukeActs.
There are 8 letters of Paul that are deemed to be written by Paul:
 Romans,
 1 and 2 Corinthians,
 1 and 2 Thessalonians,
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 Galatians,
 Philippians, and
 Philemon;
Two further letters are disputed:
 Colossians, and
 Ephesians
‘Disputed’ simply means that there are features of these letters like the use of Greek
and phrasing that don’t seem to be like the authentic letters of Paul).
In addition some letters use Paul in a pseudepigraphic way.
 1 and 2 Timothy,
 Titus.
These letters claim Paul is their author so that they gain more credibility. Do not be
alarmed, this was a fairly common practice in the ancient world.
The remaining letters are:
 James,
 Jude,
 1 and 2 Peter, and
 1, 2 and 3 John.
Then last but not least, the book of Revelation, which is an example of ‘apocalyptic’
writing (about the revelation at the end of the world).
In this session, we will be focusing our attention on the four Gospels and the Acts of
the Apostles.
THE FOUR GOSPELS (AND ACTS) (50 mins)
Point of interest: Gospel means ‘good news’
In what follows quite a lot of detail is provided. Don’t panic! We will focus on the key areas
initially, and enable some local discussion for you to get the feel of how the Gospels are
similar and different from each other. One suggestion is that you take some time this week
to go over the material and perhaps focus on one or two points for each Gospel to deepen
your learning.

Mark – a story in a hurry?
Mark is the shortest Gospel, and probably the earliest (written somewhere in the
60s of the 1st century after the birth of Jesus). When we read Mark we are swept
up in a rather breathless narrative which only appears to slow down quite
intentionally the nearer to the cross we get. Mark also gradually begins to isolate
Jesus until he is alone on the cross. Some translations miss this but one of Mark’s
favourite words is the Greek euthus which means ‘immediately!’ If you read Mark,
watch out for how often this word is used!
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Outline
There are a couple of ways to summarise what happens in Mark:


Jesus appears, preaching God’s rule (1:1-3:6)



Jesus ministers in Galilee (3:7-6:6)



Jesus and the disciples’ mission (6:7-8:21)



Jesus heals blindness; teachings about discipleship (8:22-10:52)



Jesus in Jerusalem (11:1-16:8) (the last verses of Mark, 9-20, are included in
some translations, but they do not appear in the earliest manuscripts).

Another, briefer, summary might be simply as follows:



1:1-8:30
8:31-16:8

Who is this man? The road to Caesarea Philippi
Why will Jesus die? The road to Jerusalem

Some key themes:
Secrecy
Mark’s Gospel is all about proclamation and yet, again and again we get the
opposite: secrecy. This is apparent especially in chapter 4, the parable of the
sower (‘to you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those
outside, everything comes in parables…’) = puzzling! In the early chapters in Mark,
Jesus regularly commands people and demons to say nothing about what has
happened, or who he truly is (e.g. 1:25, 34, 44; 3:12; 5:43; 7:36). Why this
emphasis on secrecy?
Who is Jesus?
Central to Mark’s purpose is enabling his readers to see Jesus as Mark sees him.
Mark uses a number of key descriptions of Jesus to help readers grasp who he is:
 Jesus is the Son of God:
(1:1); Jesus is recognised as such by demons (1:23-27; 3:11; 5:7), by the
divine voice at his baptism and transfiguration (1:11; 9:7) and finally by the
centurion who watches him die.
 Jesus is Messiah, king and Son of David:
This emerges in the latter part of the Gospel, beginning with Peter’s
confession (8:29). Mark presents a picture of Jesus who fulfils the
Scriptures and Jewish hopes.
 Jesus is Son of Man:
Jesus uses this term as a self-designation the most in the Gospel. In Jewish
thought it is not a way of asserting one’s humanity but it alludes to the
figure of Dan. 7:13f. who represents the people of God and is presented to
God to receive power, honour and authority (13:26; 14:62). This
description is used particularly when Jesus speaks of his suffering and death
51



(8:31; 9:9, 12, 31; 10:33, 45; 14:21, 41), but also of his present ministry
(2:10, 28) and his future exaltation and glorification (8:38; 13:26; 14:62). It
identifies Jesus as a representative figure who uses a description which is
not politically sensitive in the way that ‘the son of God’ and
‘Messiah/king/son of David’ would be, but one which would have significant
meaning to those who understood it.
Jesus also fulfils the OT image of the servant of God:
Drawing on later chapters of the prophet Isaiah. Jesus brings good news
(1:14f.; Isa. 52:7); at his baptism the Spirit comes upon him as upon the
servant (1:10; Isa. 61:1) etc.

‘A lifelong Passion’
Around one third of Mark’s Gospel is taken up with the events of Jesus’
last week (compared with 1/7 of Matthew and Luke).
Discipleship
Following Jesus is central to Mark’s story.
a) Calling & Following:
 Key Vocabulary:
 kalein & proskalein = to call, summon
 akolouthein = to follow
 opiso = behind
 ho hodos = the way/road
b) Missioning & Sending:
 Key Vocabulary:
 apostelein = to send out
 hypagein = to go
 Note: Not only the apostles are "sent out" by Jesus or told to "go"
on a specific mission in Mark's Gospel.
c) Explicit Instructions on Discipleship:
 8:34-38 (after the 1st Passion prediction)
 9:33-37 (after the 2nd Passion prediction)
 10:35-45 (after the 3rd Passion prediction)
 Various other teachings related to discipleship:
 Leave everything to follow Jesus (10:28-30)
 Keep awake and pray (14:32-42)
d) The MIS-understandings and failures of Jesus’ Disciples:
 Main texts recounting the failures of the disciples:
 They fail to understand Jesus’ parables (only Mark 4:13; cf. Matt
13:16-17, 51)
 Talking with Jesus in the boat, they don't understand what he
means (Mark 8:14-21; cf. Matt 16:5-12; Luke 12:1)
 After the first Passion prediction, Peter rebukes Jesus, who in turn
rebukes Peter (Mark 8:32-33)
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They are unable to perform an exorcism (Mark 9:14-29; cf. Matt
17:14-20; Luke 9:37-43a)
After the second Passion prediction, the disciples argue about
which of them is "greatest" (Mark 9:33-34)
After the third Passion prediction, James and John ask for "seats of
honor" (Mark 10:35-40)
Judas betrays Jesus to the authorities (Mark 14:10-11, 18-21, 41-46)
Peter denies even knowing Jesus (Mark 14:29-31, 66-72)
All the disciples run away after Jesus is arrested (Mark 14:50-52; cf.
14:27)
The women leave the empty tomb in fear and silence (Mark 16:8)
OR does fear mean ‘awe’ here?

Larry Hurtado comments that Jesus’ promise of the restoration of the 12 ‘even
after their desertion and denial, is the message that Mark holds out to readers
who, like Peter, may have failed under threats but may still experience forgiveness
and restoration. In a first-century setting, where opposition from relatives and
neighbours or intimidation from Jewish and Roman authorities might have led
some Christians to compromise their witness, this hope would have been very
meaningful’ (L. W. Hurtado ‘Following Jesus in the Gospel of Mark – and Beyond’
in Patterns of Discipleship in the New Testament, ed. R. N. Longenecker, CUP, 1996,
p. 25).
Literary features (Markan ‘sandwiches’)
There are a number of literary features that might be considered, but most
interesting is Mark’s ‘sandwiching’ technique. The technical term for this is
‘intercalation’ and it refers to stories that wrap around each other. Perhaps the
best-known example is the combination of Jesus’ cursing of the fig tree and his
demonstration in the temple (11:12-21). When Mark does this, readers should ask
how Mark is using the interaction between the 2 stories: do they help interpret
each other (the cleansing of the Temple is a ‘cursing’ of the Temple?). Look at the
Markan sandwiches in 5:21-43 and 14:1-11. What effect does the sandwiching have in
these examples?
And finally...beginnings and endings...
Mark’s Gospel starts with a bang: ‘beginning’ (there isn’t even a word for ‘the’ in
the Greek!), and ends abruptly at 16.8 (as is mentioned briefly above in the
summary outlines).
Point to ponder:
 Mark offers resources for the Christian life today – a balancing between a
sense of the Christian life as being about power, glory and victory and yet
pain and suffering too. Jesus holds these both together.
 Mark focuses on what he sees as the central, crucial things about Jesus –
his identity and death.
 Mark’s Jesus is thoroughly human, showing emotion. Jesus stands where we
stand and yet, he is divine.
 Reflect again on the meaning of the word ‘Gospel’. What does it mean?
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Matthew – the most Jewish Gospel?
Background and Purpose; Authorship and Date
Scholars have long debated the Jewishness of Matthew’s Gospel with its stress on
fulfilment, suggesting that the author was writing in a Jewish-Christian context.
Most scholars date Matthew after Mark, and often relate it to the council at
Jamnia, around the year 90 AD (it is argued that Jews began to regroup and
reorganise at Jamnia in response to the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD).
However, others argue for an earlier date.
 The ways in which Matthew shows his attachment to Judaism are:
1. The Sermon on the Mount – it begins with the Beatitudes (a
frequent literary figure within Judaism, particularly as an opening
blessing or congratulation [see Nick King’s translation] – ‘Blessed is
anyone who has not sinned in speech…Blessed is anyone whose
conscience does not reproach him’ Sir. 14:1; ‘Blessed is anyone
who rejects the advice of the wicked’ Ps. 1:1 and frequently, Pss.
32:1, 2; 41:1; 119:1, 2; 128:1).
2. The fulfilment of the Law remains a preoccupation throughout
the gospel, where Matthew appears to strengthen attention to the
Law. In the first of the cures after the teaching on fulfilment of the
Law, the Healing of a Leper (8), Matthew cuts off the story before
the end of Mark’s account (Mk 1:40-45), in order to climax on
Jesus’ command to fulfil the prescriptions laid down in the Law.
Having shown Jesus fulfilling the Law in his teaching (5-7), Matthew
immediately shows him fulfilling the Law in his actions.
3. For Matthew the evidence of Scripture is central. Hence the
importance of the ‘fulfilment’ motif mentioned above:
1:23 the naming of Jesus
4:14 Jesus returns to Galilee
8:17 the purpose of Jesus’ healing activity
12:17 the reason for Jesus’ secrecy
13:35 the reason for Jesus teaching in parables
21:5 the purpose of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on a donkey
26:58 the explanation of the condemnation of Jesus
27:9 the meaning of the death of Judas
But all of these points must be placed alongside Matthew’s apparent criticism of
Judaism (see for example chapter 23 which denounces the Scribes and Pharisees).
One of the most important scholarly works on the topic of Matthew and his
Jewishness was by the New Zealand born Professor Graham Stanton (who taught
at Cambridge University until his death in 2009). Stanton wrote A Gospel for a New
People (Edinburgh, 1992), which argued that Matthew’s anti-Judaism represents
‘anger and frustration at the continued rejection of Christian claims’. The anger
may seem harsh by our standards, but by the standards of Matthew’s Judaism the
statements are not harsh (when compared to the Qumran community for
example). However we seek to resolve this issue, it is more complex than might
at first appear and we should guard against over-simplification.
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Structure, Style and Sources of Matthew's Gospel
Matthew structures his material carefully. Note for example how it begins in 1:1
with ‘The book of the genesis…’ and ends in 28:20 with ‘…until the end of the
age’. Thus the story of Jesus is set within a wider narrative (rather like what we
discovered with Luke, but Matthew is keener to stress continuity with Judaism
rather than the sense of the message widening out in Luke-Acts).
Matthew’s Greek is more literary than Mark, and his structure appears quite
careful (note the structured genealogy in ch. 1; the 5 teaching blocks, each with a
theme and the transitional phrase ‘When Jesus had finished all these sayings…’;
chapters 5-7 have a coherent shape; there is also the chapter of parables, chapter
13.


Outline and Structure:
o Most scholars agree that aside from the introduction (Ch. 1–2:
Narrative of Jesus' Birth) and conclusion (Ch. 26–28: Narrative of
Jesus' Passion, Death, and Resurrection), the body of Matthew's
Gospel is structured around five major discourses, long sermons
that Jesus gives to his disciples or to the broader public.
o This structure is indicated by the Evangelist himself, who at the end of
each of these five discourses writes:
 "Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds
were astounded at his teaching..." (7:28)
 "Now when Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he
went on from there to teach and proclaim his message in their
cities." (11:1)
 "When Jesus had finished these parables, he left that place."
(13:53)
 "When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and
went to the region of Judea beyond the Jordan." (19:1)
 "When Jesus had finished saying all these things, he said to his
disciples..."(26:1)
o The rest of Matthew's Gospel (Ch. 3–4, 8–9, 11–12, 14–17, 19–23)
consists mostly of narrative materials (Jesus' travels, miracles,
healings, exorcisms, disputes with opponents, etc.), although also
containing many shorter sayings and teachings.

Literary Features and Themes of Matthew:
 Pairs/Twos (some examples):
o Jesus calls two pairs of brothers to be his first disciples (4:18-22; a
story taken over from Mark 1:16-20)
o Jesus gives sight to two blind men in Galilee (9:27-31; a story found
only in Matthew)
o Two tunics (10:10)
o Two sparrows sold for a penny (10:29; parallel in Luke 12:6 has five
sparrows sold for two pennies)
o Evidence of two or three witnesses (18:16-20)
o The two shall become one flesh (19:5-6)
o Two main commandments (21:40)
o Two men; two women (24:40-41)
o Two days before Passover (26:2)
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Peter and the two sons of Zebedee at Gethsemane (26:37)
Two witnesses at Jesus' trial before the Sanhedrin (26:60)
Pilate asks, "Which of the two do you want released? (27:21)
Jesus is crucified between two robbers (27:38)
Two women named Mary go to Jesus' tomb (28:1)
Another example of Matthew’s ‘twos’ may be found specifically in
the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5:21-48; 6:1-18).
Improved Portrait of Jesus' Disciples:
o Esp. the "Confession of Peter" at Caesarea Philippi (Matt 16:16-20;
contrast Mark 8:29-30)
Worse portrayals of Jesus' Opponents:
o Esp. the many harsh "Woes" against the scribes and Pharisees (Matt
23:1-39)
Themes of Forgiveness and Judgment:
o Willingness to forgive others is required from receiving forgiveness
oneself (Matt 6:12, 14-15; 18:21-35)
Ministry only to Jews, not Gentiles nor Samaritans:
o Jesus sends the apostles out on a mission only to "the lost sheep of
the house of Israel," explicitly telling them "Go nowhere among the
Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans" (Matt 10:5b-6)
o Only at the end of the Gospel, in the "Great Commission," does
the risen Jesus tell his disciples, "All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me. / Go therefore and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit..." (Matt 28:18-19)
o
o
o
o
o
o









Discipleship: Matthew's Description of Christian Life
 The ideal disciple is a good student, who learns from the Teacher and
understands what is taught:
o Jesus' disciples understand his parables (Matt 13:51; contrast Mark
4:13)
o They eventually understand when he tells them to beware the yeast
of the Pharisees and Herodians (Matt 16:12; contrast Mark 8:17-21)
 Authentic discipleship necessitates putting faith into action:
o Jesus teaches, "In the same way, let your light shine before others,
so that they may see your good works and give glory to your
Father in heaven.” (Matt 5:16)
o Jesus teaches, "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will
enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of
my Father in heaven." (Matt 7:21-23)
o The parable of houses built on rock or on sand (Matt 7:24-27)
o The parable of the sower and the seed, only some of which
produces a great yield (Matt 13:8, 23)
o The parable of the weeds among the wheat (Matt 13:24-30;
explained in 13:36-43)
o The parable of the two sons (Matt 21:28-32)
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The Church
Matthew is the only synoptic Gospel writer to use the word ‘church’ (16:18;
18:17), and to use it directly to mean the community of Jesus’ followers. The word
‘church’ (ekklesia) is used in Greek versions of the OT (known as the Septuagint
or LXX) to refer to the people of Israel when they are gathered together.
Matthew links Jesus’ 12 apostles with the 12 tribes of Israel (19:28), suggesting a
strong sense of continuity between the two groups centred around the person of
Jesus. Whereas in Mark, the 12 seem often to get things wrong, in Matthew’s
portrayal he wants to emphasise discipleship as obeying Jesus’ teachings and
stresses their growing understanding of Jesus.
Jesus and the Kingdom
It is worth mentioning how important the theme of the Kingdom of God is (linked
with who Jesus is), expressed in Matthew as the ‘Kingdom of Heaven.’ In Matthew
John the Baptist first announces the coming of the ‘kingdom of heaven’ but Jesus
takes this theme up in the ‘Sermon on the Mount’, in parables and elsewhere.
Point to ponder:







In a world where we often see a stress on individualism, Matthew sees
Jesus in the context of God’s purpose for the whole world, and has a high
view of the church as the community founded by God to fulfil God’s
purpose;
Matthew is affirmative of the OT and the Jewish heritage of Christianity; he
is critical of empty religion, and believes strongly in Jesus and his teaching
as the only way to life. What impact does this have on our relationships
with other religious traditions?
For Matthew, discipleship is obedience to the teaching of Jesus;
In Matthew there is a division between the good news of life in Jesus and
the bad news that some will be cast into the outer darkness. What do we
make of that strident message today?

Luke – the Gospel of reversal
Books of Luke-Acts (outline)
I.

II.

Luke: from Galilee to Jerusalem
Prologue: introduction to the 2 volumes
A.
Birth narrative and preparation for ministry
B.
Jesus’ ministry in Galilee
C.
Journey to Jerusalem
D.
Entry to Jerusalem and teaching in the Temple
E.
Passion, resurrection, and ascension in Jerusalem

1:1-4
1:5-4:13
4:14-9:50
9:51-19:27
19:28-21:38
22:1-24:53

Acts: from Jerusalem to Rome
Prologue: introduction to the end volume
1:1-5
A.
Apostolic mission in Jerusalem
1:6-7:60
B.
Spread of mission beyond Jerusalem
8:1-12:25
1.
Spread of the mission in Palestine and Paul’s
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C.

conversion
2.
Initial mission to the gentiles as far as
Antioch
Paul’s journeys
1.
The mission from Antioch to Asia Minor
and Greece
2.
The journey, by way of Jerusalem, to Rome

8:1-9:43
10:1-12:25
13:1-28:31
13:1-19:20
19:21-28:31

Who wrote Luke-Acts, and when?
Internal evidence:
1.
Since the Greek style and vocabulary are excellent, the author was
probably well-educated.
2.
The author makes a claim to have travelled with the Apostle Paul. In
certain sections of Acts, the narrative shifts to ‘we’ (16:9-18; 20:5-21:18;
27:1-28:16). It is possible, however, that the author was using an account
of the travels (and was not present himself).
Church tradition:
Evidence dating from the end of the 2nd century identifies the author as ‘Luke’ who
is mentioned in Philem 24: Col 4:14; 2 Tim 4:11. Colossians 4:10-14 suggests that
Luke was a Gentile, and in vs 14 he is called ‘Luke the beloved physician’. Nothing
in Luke-Acts, however, indicates that the author had any specialised knowledge of
medicine.
With respect to dating Luke, most scholars prefer sometime after 70 (a significant
date, because...?) since Luke 19:41-44 and 21:20-24 show knowledge of that event.
Luke-Acts is generally dated to sometime between 80 and 100 AD. The emphasis
on Paul in Acts suggests that the 2-volume work may have been written for
Gentile churches established by Paul.
A closer look at the beginning:
1:1-4 the prologue tells us more about the author and how he wrote the gospel.
He acknowledges that ‘many’ have tried to write orderly accounts, implying that
they have not been entirely successful(?).
Seeing that a good many people have set their hand to compile a narrative of the
things that have been fulfilled amongst us, just as those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have handed down to us, I have also
decided, having investigated everything from the outset, to write it down for you,
most excellent Theophilus, carefully and in order. My intention is that you should
have a complete knowledge of the truth of the things which you have been taught.
Josephus, writing his Jewish War (an account of the revolt of the Jews
against Rome in 66, and written after the revolt had ended with the
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70) begins his work thus:

58

The war of the Jews against the Romans was the greatest of our time; greater too,
perhaps, than any recorded struggle whether between cities or nations. Yet persons
with no first-hand knowledge, accepting baseless and inconsistent stories on hearsay,
have written garbled accounts of it, while those of eyewitnesses have been falsified
either to flatter the Romans or to vilify the News, eulogy or abuse being substituted
for factual record. So for the benefit of the Emperor’s subjects I have decided to
translate into Greek the books I wrote some time ago in my native language for
circulation among non-Greek speakers inland. I myself, Josephus, son of Matthias,
am a Hebrew by race, and a priest from Jerusalem; in the early stages I fought
against the Romans, and of the later events I was an unwilling witness.
Luke’s portrait of Jesus:





Son of God (Lk 1:34-35)
Fulfilment of Jewish hope (Lk 1:32-33; cf. 2 Sam 7:12-16; Isa 9:6-7; Lk
1:54-55 cf. Gen 12:1-3; Lk 1:68-73).
Saviour and Lord (alone amongst Matthew, Mark and Luke, Luke calls
Jesus ‘saviour’ Lk 2:11).
The Lukan Jesus himself is cast in the role of one of the prophets of Israel,
who, like earlier prophets of Israel, is rejected by the people. The first
detailed account of Jesus’ teaching in a synagogue features him in the role
of prophet and ends in violent rejection by the people (Lk 4:14-30).

Other themes in Luke’s Gospel
 Salvation for non-Jews: salvation for Gentiles & salvation for Samaritans:
- If Jesus were the promised Jewish Messiah, and yet many Jews had
rejected Jesus, how could Jesus be the Jewish Messiah if the church
consisted mainly of Gentiles? Luke presents the view that God granted the
Jewish heritage to the Gentiles because the Jews rejected it.
Look at 2:32; 4:14-30; 7:9; 8:19-21; 10:1-24; 14:15-24; 24:46-7.
 Salvation for the underdog: the sinful and lost, the poor and oppressed,
and women.
- Jesus has a reputation for being ‘a friend of tax collectors and sinners’
(7:34). There is a common pattern: Jesus associates with a sinful
person(s), the Pharisees criticise Jesus for doing so, and Jesus responds
with a saying (5:27-32; 7:36-50; 19:1-10). Similarly, three parables about
the lost: sheep, coin, son – illustrate God’s joy at the repentance of a
sinner (15:1-32). This theme continues in the passion narrative: only Lk
relates that one of the criminals crucified with Jesus called on Jesus and
received assurance of salvation (23:39-43).
- Jesus announces that God has anointed him ‘to preach good news to the
poor’ (4:18). This good news is that God’s kingdom involves a reversal of
societal norms (1:51-53; 6:20-26). The parable of the rich man and
Lazarus illustrates this reversal of fortune in the afterlife (16:19-31). It is
‘the poor and maimed and blind and lame’ who will receive a place at the
great banquet of the kingdom of God (14:15-24). There even now, those
holding a banquet should invite ‘the poor, the maimed, the lame, the
blind’ (14:12-14).
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- Luke includes more material about women than Matthew and Mark.
Matthew tells the story of Jesus’ birth from Joseph’s perspective, Luke
tells it from Mary’s perspective. There are numerous women disciples
who play a significant role in Jesus’ ministry (2:36-38; 7:36-50; 8:2-3;
10:38-42; 23:49, 55-56; 24:1-11). Women appear as the main characters
in the parables of the lost coin (15:8-10), the persistent widow (18:1-8),
and the story of the generous widow (21:1-4). Other women appear as
recipients of Jesus’ healing ministry (7:11-17; 13:10-17).






The Holy Spirit (HS): Luke-Acts places emphasis on the role of the HS
in the events of salvation. The Spirit plays an active role in the infancy
narratives as well as in the account of Jesus’ ministry. J the Bap is filled with
the HS from birth (1:15, 17,80); Elizabeth, Mary, Zechariah, and Simeon all
prophesy under the inspiration of the Spirit (1:41, 47, 67; 2:25, 26, 27).
After relating how Jesus himself received the Spirit (3:22), Luke reminds
the reader several times that Jesus’ power comes from the Spirit (4:1, 14,
18). Other references are dotted throughout the Gospel.
True discipleship: a true disciple is characterised especially by humility
(14:7-11; 18:9-14 for example), the right use of material possessions (an
important theme in Acts; see also Lk 3:10-11; 19:1-10; a wrong attitude
toward wealth is illustrated in the parable of the rich fool who cannot take
riches with him at death 12:13-21; see also 16:13), and prayer (6:28; 11:1-4,
9-13; 20:47). Luke adds to these passages (which are also found in
Matthew) two parables that emphasise the need to ask boldly and to
persist in prayer. In Luke, Jesus prays at key points in his ministry (3:21;
6:12; 9:13; 9:28-29; 22:39-46; cf. 5:16). Luke finds the highest expressions
of these ideals in Jesus.
The coming of the Kingdom: mixed – some sayings predict that Jesus
or the kingdom will come soon (9:27; 10:9, 11; 21:31-32, 36). Other
sayings imply that Jesus’ coming has been delayed longer than expected
(12:45; 18:7-8; 19:11). Still another saying suggests that the kingdom will
not come in a physical way, but is already present, either in the person of
Jesus or within the individual (17:20-21).

Point to ponder:







Luke’s description of the conception of Jesus as being divine (1.26-38) is
often used as a matter to undermine Christianity’s credibility. Yet, Luke is
doing something very important here in the wider context of his day
where there were stories of the gods producing miraculous children. Luke
is keen to stress that Jesus is fully human and fully divine in a new and
different way;
Luke stresses concern for the poor and marginalised, and the inclusiveness
of the community of Jesus. All are capable of hearing the good news and
repenting of their sins (which is not the same as saying that people can stay
as they are in a sinful state!);
Luke’s Jesus is positive and inclusive of women;
Luke stresses the work of the Spirit.
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John – a Gospel rich and deep
Outline




1-12: a focus on Jesus’ identity. The Gospel starts with a prologue
which speaks about the eternal ‘word’ of God that was ‘in the beginning’
and which then became flesh in Jesus (1.1-18). There is a strong influence
of the Jewish Wisdom tradition here, as well as a parallel with the start of
Genesis. John the Baptist is the first person to testify to Jesus, as the
lamb and the Spirit-filled Son of God. This is followed by John’s disciples
and others coming to Jesus and confessing him as Messiah, king, and son
of God. Jesus’ miracles are signs in John’s Gospel (the first being the
wedding in Cana in chapter 2). Jesus goes up to Jerusalem quite often in
John, and early on cleanses the Temple (2.12-25). The first of many
dialogues takes place as Jesus tells the Pharisee Nicodemus that he must be
born again (or ‘from above’). Jesus then spends time in Judea baptizing with
his disciples, and with John who affirms Jesus’ greatness (3.22-4.3). Jesus
then moves to Samaria where he meets the Samaritan woman by the well,
then to Galilee where he heals the nobleman’s son (4.43-54). In ch. 6, Jesus
miraculously feeds 5,000 in Galilee which leads to the first (unless you
count 4.26 as one!) of the ‘I am’ sayings in 6.35: ‘I am the bread of life.’
Chapter 12 serves as a transition as we begin to journey towards Jesus’
death at Passover. He is anointed by Mary, and plotted against by others.
13-21: the road to glory. Jesus washes the feet of his followers in 13 and
warns of his betrayal. 18-19 describe his arrest, trials and death. Jesus is
seen as the king with full authority, who allows himself to be crucified, and
who conquers through his death, saying ‘It is finished’ when he dies. 20
describes his resurrections. The story of Thomas confessing Jesus as ‘my
Lord, and my God’ in 20 describes the sort of confident proclamatory faith
that John the Gospel writers wants his readers and hearers to have. 21 is
seen by some as a later addition, but speaks powerfully of the risk of losing
heart and faith, and the importance of recognising the presence of Christ
to reinvigorate discipleship.

Language and style, setting and date:
John’s Gospel uses simple Greek, but the style is varied from the poetry of the
prologue, to the long prayer in 17, to the straight-forward narrative of 18-20. John
doesn’t have parable stories that are characteristic of Mark, Matthew and Luke.
John calls the miracles ‘signs’ and has fewer of them. John’s Gospel is Jewish in
tone with its emphasis on contrasts such as light and darkness parallel to other
Jewish sources such as the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Gospel is usually dated to the
end of the 1st century, or beginning of the 2nd.
Themes:


Jesus as Jewish Messiah: particularly noted as Jesus’ Messiahship is
discussed openly by people from the beginning (1.41, 49; 7.25-31, 41-44).
John is interested in the Jewish pilgrimage festivals with Jesus going up
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regularly to Jerusalem. He refers to 3 Passovers, to the feast of
Tabernacles and the feast of the Dedication of the Temple. In John 6, Jesus
compares himself to the manna that the Israelites ate in the wilderness at
the time of the Exodus. Jesus is often in conflict with ‘the Jews’ and it is
probably most helpful to see this as ongoing internal debate rather than
somehow being anti-Jewish;
Jesus as divine son: Jesus is also ‘son of God,’ something which John
emphasizes more than Mark, Matthew or Luke;
Reasons for believing – signs and witnesses: note 20.30, 31: ‘Jesus did
many other signs in the presence of his disciples…these are written that
you may believe that Jesus…’ The Miracles for John are signs, or signposts
to Jesus’ divinity. There are 7 (or 8) miracle stories: (water to wine [2];
healing of the nobleman’s son [4]; healing of the lame man [5]; feeding of
the 5,000 and walking on water [6]; healing of the man born blind [9];
raising of Lazarus [11]; the resurrection [20, 21]);
Jesus as divine and human: John has a very strong portrayal of Jesus as
divine, so much so that the human part is often seen as being downplayed.
This led to a 2nd century heresy which asserted that Jesus was fully divine
and only appeared to be human (‘Docetism’). While it is true that in the
portrayal of Jesus’ death he does appear to be in control, and does not
seem to suffer as much as the other Gospels portray, we should
remember the key phrase in 1.14 where John says that ‘the word became
flesh’; the Jesus of John gets tired (4.6), sheds tears (11.35), is thirsty
(19.38). Jesus’ crucifixion unambiguously demonstrates the very human
suffering he endured;
Eternal life: for John eternal life is all to do with Jesus, and one of the
main ways this is conveyed is through the ‘I am’ sayings which all make it
clear that Jesus alone is the way to life (bread of life [6.35]; light of the
world [8.12]; the door [10.9]; the good shepherd…who gives his life for
the sheep [10.11]; the resurrection and the life [11.25]; the way, the truth
and the life [14.6]; the true vine [15.1])’
The Holy Spirit: in the OT, the Holy Spirit often comes upon the leaders
of God’s people, and this is the case with Jesus in John (1.3). However in
addition, Jesus is the one who brings the universal experience of the Spirit
to God’s people about which the prophets spoke (e.g. Ezek. 36). This
experience is closely connected with eternal life. In Jesus’ going away he is
enabled to return through the Holy Spirit, so in 20.22 after his death the
risen Jesus ‘breathes on/in’ the disciples and says ‘receive the Holy Spirit.’

Point to ponder:




John wrote to affirm Jesus’ identity as human and divine. This question of
identity is important today in our ability to affirm Jesus as son of God and
as fully human;
For John Christian unity and love are a central part of the eternal life that
Jesus came to bring. John’s emphasis on community is essential for us
today;
John tells us that eternal life is present as well as future.
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There has been quite a lot to take in during this session! Spend some time in local groups
reflecting on the material that we have covered. What key things do we learn about Jesus
and discipleship? How important is it to recognise the different emphases of the four
Gospels? You may wish to record some thoughts below:

GETTING READY FOR SESSION 6
As well as looking back at the material in session 5—perhaps even just focusing on
one of the Gospels alone, to deepen your understanding of it—have a read of Living
Faithfully pages 80-86 on ‘Being political.’ One of the reasons in thinking in this
direction is because the New Testament books are in many ways (like the Gospels)
political world-facing documents. Paul in particular is making some very bold claims
about honouring and worshipping God rather than the Roman Emperor. This was a
brave and courageous move, and reminds us that our faith is not lived in a vacuum
but in full and open dialogue with the world around us. Spend time with your journal
noting down your thoughts and reflections over the week. You may find this
meditation written by Stephen Cherry helpful this week as you continue to journal:
Hospitality
Never take from us that vaguely anxious
curiosity we feel when we
behold a new face,
hear a new name,
when we give attention to someone unknown.
Give us keen interest
in whatever stories and storms lie
within the one who is new to us, and
let that interest become respect,
and the respect flower as
reverence.
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Let us bow before whatever triumphs and wounds,
hurts and guilts,
mistakes, misadventures and madnesses
make this stranger unknown and yet knowable,
unlikely yet likeable.
O Christ! Many found you to be strange,
and yet the most vulnerable found healing and
peace in your presence.
Make friends of us
that we might be ready friends to strangers
as strange as ourselves.
Stephen Cherry, Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, p. 28.
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SESSION 6
The New Testament (Letters [Epistles])

Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully pages 80-86
SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins). Has anything arisen from the
‘points to ponder’ or from your closer look at one of the Gospels?
 Look at an overview of the letters in the NT (10 mins) ;
 Focus on the Apostle Paul, and 1 Corinthians in particular (45 mins);
 Pray together (before and after)
PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF (10 mins)
Last week we looked at the four Gospels (and briefly at Acts). Has anything stood
out for you in that learning, particularly as you have spent time with one of the
Gospels?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation around these topics. You may
wish to make some notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we progress through the
course.
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LETTERS IN THE NT
Most of the NT is taken up with letters. A summary of these runs like this:
Romans explains Jesus’ work of salvation from sin
1 & 2 Corinthians covering various issues to a church in trouble
Galatians tackles faith, law and freedom (note that Paul is quite annoyed with this
community!)
Ephesians gives the big picture of God’s plan
Philippians stresses Jesus’ role as a servant
Colossians stresses Jesus’ divinity
1 & 2 Timothy gives advice to Paul’s pupil Timothy
1 & 2 Thessalonians offers vivid teachings about the second coming to a church
that had got things slightly wrong
Titus is about how to run the church
Philemon addresses the problem of a runaway slave
Hebrews compares Jesus and OT religion (possibly not a letter, more of a
sermon)
James is about practical Christian living
1 Peter encourages persecuted Christians
2 Peter warns about false teaching
1, 2 & 3 John call Christians to love each other and to resist false teaching
Jude warns against heresy
So it seems that most of the letters are written to deal with problems facing the
young churches. The letters are full of details about real people and real situations
which is why they make for fascinating and helpful reading today. Most of the letters
were written by Paul, and we will look at this important character in a little more
detail shortly. But it is worth just pausing for a moment and considering what sort of
document letters are? They are not Gospels. What sorts of difficulties are there for
us in using the letters as foundation documents for our faith, are there any
challenges in that?
Spend a few minutes in local groups thinking carefully about letters as a medium of
communication. What might we need to be mindful about in using these letters to inform
our faith? You may wish to make some notes below:
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A CLOSER LOOK AT PAUL AND 1 CORINTHIANS IN PARTICULAR (45 mins)
Time means that we cannot look at the all the letters in the NT in detail (though you
are encouraged to spend some time this week if you can scanning through them!), so
we will focus on getting to know Paul a little better, and then at his 1st letter to the
Corinthians as an example of a key letter. One of the reasons why 1 Corinthians is
such a good letter to start with is that it feels very contemporary in its tone, and
while this might be a bit disconcerting, it also gives us a wider perspective on current
challenges facing the church today.
But let’s start with Paul.
Paul – Appealing or Ap’paul’ing?
Point to ponder: what do you think about Paul?
‘Few figures in Western history have been the subject of greater controversy than Saint
Paul. Few have caused more dissension and hatred. None has suffered more
misunderstanding at the hands of both friends and enemies. None has produced more
animosity between Jews and Christians.’
John Gager, William H. Danforth Professor of Religion at Princeton University (in Reinventing Paul,
2000, p. 3).

‘He saw Paul coming, a man small of stature, with a bald head and crooked legs, in a
good state of body, with eyebrows meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of
friendliness; for now he appeared like a man, and now he had the face of an angel’
(Acts of Paul and Thecla 3 – a 2nd century account of Paul’s journeys).

‘His letters are weighty and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech
contemptible’
(2 Cor. 10:10).
A radical?
In the mid-50s of the first century, Paul opened his letter to the Roman Christians
by proclaiming:
‘…the gospel of God…concerning his Son, who was descended from David
according to the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with power according
to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord…’
(Rom. 1:1-4)
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What do you suppose would be the effect on people who were used to being told
that the Emperor alone was a divine being to be worshipped?
Confused?
A little later on in his letter to the Romans, Paul writes this (when discussing the
relationship between the law and sin:
‘…For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Not if I do what I
do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it,
but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that
is, in my flesh. I can will what is right but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good
I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it
is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me…’ (Rom. 7:15b-20).
Who is Paul?
Now I am speaking to you Gentiles: Since I am apostle to the Gentiles …
(Rom. 11:13)
Perhaps the most important aspect of Paul’s gospel – he saw himself as apostle to
the Gentiles – it was God’s plan. Yet Paul was thoroughly Jewish (even though he
had experienced what many describe as a ‘conversion’ experience on the road to
Damascus).
If any other man thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more:
circumcised on the 8th day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a
Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law a Pharisee, as to zeal a persecutor of
the church, as to righteousness under the law, blameless.
(Phil. 3:4-6).
Even though he was an apostle, he was aware of his poor status in the eyes of
others:
For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I
persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his
grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of
them.
(1 Cor. 15:9-10).
Paul’s early life
Paul was born with the name of Saul in Tarsus in Cilicia (modern day Turkey). In
all his letters, Paul uses the name Paulos, a Roman name which would be usual for
a Roman citizen. In Acts, Paul is initially introduced as Saul (a Jewish name) and
only in Acts 13:9 do we read that he was also called ‘Paul.’ The change in name
probably has to do with Paul moving in predominantly non-Jewish circles. There
are examples of his elsewhere in the NT (Peter/Cephas for example).
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Acts 22:3 suggests that Paul was educated, either in Tarsus then Jerusalem, or in
Jerusalem alone (it depends how you translate and punctuate this verse). From his
letters, Paul appears to have had a Jewish education, and his manner of
argumentation is often thought to reflect Jewish rabbinical training rather than
classical Greek education. Paul was, however, thoroughly immersed in the
complexities of his world, and we should not assume that he was isolated from
the influences of Greek thought. According to Philippians 3:5 Paul was a Pharisee
(a traditionalist, in other words). Paul also had a trade, as a tentmaker (Acts 18:3),
and so was in a position to support himself financially.
1 CORINTHIANS

Corinth was the capital city of the Greek province of Achaia and the seat of its
governor (note Athens was also in the same province). As you can see from the
map above, the city was in an excellent location strategically, situated as it was, on
the narrow strip of land (the ‘Isthmus’) that separated the peninsula known as
The Peloponnesus from the rest of the mainland of Greece. Thus, all
transportation north and south had to pass through Corinth.
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‘Within just a few years, new Corinth's settlers' enormously profitable commerce at
this crossroads of the nations had brought thousands more eager settlers from all
over the Mediterranean and enormous personal wealth to a local ruling class of
self-made women and men.
R. A. Horsley and N. A. Silberman, The Message and the Kingdom: how Jesus and Paul ignited a
revolution and transformed the ancient world (Fortress, 2002), p. 163.

Commentators usually assume that Corinth was an especially licentious city, a
reputation it seems to have had in ancient times. Indeed, one of the Greek verbs
for fornicate was korinthiazomai, a word derived from the city's name. Apparently
this estimation was based on Strabo's report of 1,000 sacred prostitutes in the
temple of Aphrodite on the Acrocorinth, an 1886-foot hill that rises above the city
to the south. Recent scholars point out, however, that the charge was more likely
an Athenian slander against the pre-146 BCE city since sacred prostitution was a
Middle East custom, not a Greek one. No doubt Corinth, like other large port
cities, had plenty of prostitutes to service the sailors, but they were not sacred.
This reminds us that it is important to bear in mind potential biases that drive
scholarly opinions. Perhaps it is best to imagine Corinth as a busy city, and, we all
know what busy cities can be like.
OUTLINE
1:1-3
1:4-16:14
1:4-9
1:10-4:21
5:1-6:20
7:1-40
8:1-11:1
11:2-16
11:17-34
12:1-14:40
15:1-58
16:1-14
16:15-24

Opening Greeting
Body of the Letter
Prayer report
The party spirit in the congregation
Sexual immorality and litigation
Problems regarding marriage and celibacy
Idolatry, Paul’s apostleship and food
Women in the church meeting
The Lord’s Supper
Spiritual gifts in the church meeting
The resurrection
The collection and other matters
Closing messages and greetings

(following Howard Marshall, Stephen Travis and Ian Paul Exploring the New Testament, Vol 2 The
Letters and Revelation, SPCK, 2002 p. 81)

The key issues in 1 Corinthians:
Continuing immorality:
Some people saw no problem with taking part in feasts in pagan temples (8.10)
where there would be idolatry and immoral behaviour; congregational meals were
characterized by gluttony and drunkenness (11.21, 34); there was a case of incest,
and litigation between believers (5.1; 6.1-6). However perhaps none of this was
surprising given the varied make-up of the community and that it would take
people time to learn what appropriate behaviour was (6.9-11). On the other
extreme, some people were practicing extreme asceticism and were not following
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usual ways of relating with marriage, and others were not sure about getting
married at all! (7.1, 36-38).
Squabbles in the congregation:
This is arguably the major theme of the letter. We read at the beginning (1.10-12)
that people were splitting into factions, and this had led to the situation whereby
some members were voicing support for Paul or other leaders such as Apollos or
Cephas (Peter). Paul stresses the need to be ‘for Christ’ only (1.12).
Rich and poor, and spiritual superiority and inferiority:
There was a challenge for the Corinthians in that the Gospel called people of all
social levels to be united in Christ, but the reality of doing that was difficult.
Society was far more structured than it is in New Zealand! So there were bound
to be difficulties when people came together (as we see in 11.17-22).
Questions about the resurrection:
In 1 Cor. 15, Paul raises the question: How can some of you say that there is no
resurrection of the dead? (15.12). Paul then goes on to give one of the most
profound and searching reflections on the resurrection. Popular Greek thought
had no concept of the resurrection of the dead; there was generally acknowledged
to be an afterlife in Hades for the souls of the dead, but nothing more. So Paul had
to work with his context and with different ideas to push forward the belief that
Christ was raised from the dead, and all who believe would have eternal life.
Point to ponder:





Human wisdom and knowledge are foolish, and human status doesn’t
matter (1.20, 25, 27-28);
Church discipline can include as a last resort ‘handing a sinner over to
Satan’ (5.5) and the deaths of members of the congregation can be seen as
a judgement for ‘eating and drinking unworthily’ (11.29-30);
Paul believes that idolatry and worship of other gods is inspired by real
demonic forces (10.20-21);
Speaking in tongues and prophesying were so common in church meetings
that they had to be controlled (14.27-32)

Taken from Marshall, Travis and Paul p. 89

In local groups reflect on 1 Corinthians and its relevance for us today? To what extent can
Paul’s letters in general written in a different context from our own be helpful to us and act
as a moral guide and compass for us today? You may wish to make some notes below:
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GETTING READY FOR SESSION 7
As well as doing some work on your ‘points to ponder’ this coming week, in
preparation for Session 7, have a read of Living Faithfully pages 167-178. As we turn
to look at the final book in the Bible, Revelation, there may be a sense of dread and
fear, or at the very least confusion. How can we relate to such a text? Read +John’s
words on facing death and, crucially, enjoying life! Continue to keep your journal,
and reflect and pray on all that you have learnt. You may find this meditation by
Stephen Cherry helpful during the week ahead:
O Thou!
O beginning!
O beauty!
O brilliance!
O wonder!
O presence!
O silence!
O mercy!
O wholeness!
O healing!
O energy!
O darkness!
O glory!
O friend!
O end!
O Thou!
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SESSION 7
The New Testament (Revelation)

Personal reading prompt: Living Faithfully pages 167-178
SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins). Has anything arisen from the ‘points
to ponder’?
 Take a look at the last book in the NT, Revelation (40 mins);
 Review the NT in its entirety and share any concluding thoughts (10 mins);
 Pray together (before and after)
PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF (10 mins)
Last week, we looked at the NT letters and in particular at the Apostle Paul and his
first letter to the Corinthians. Has anything stood out for you this past week as you
have reflected on what we discussed and learnt?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation around these topics. You may
wish to make some notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we progress through the
course.

A CLOSER LOOK AT REVELATION
‘Without doubt, Revelation is the most intriguing and fascinating of NT books. As we turn
its pages, a cascade of images – some thrilling, some frightening, all gripping – come
tumbling forth, a bewildering kaleidoscope of colour, number and shape. Over the years,
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it has inspired an enormous range of art and initiated some of the most extraordinary
and powerful ideas. Its influence, for good or ill, is disproportionate to its place on the
fringes of the biblical canon.’
Howard Marshall, Stephen Travis and Ian Paul, Exploring the New Testament, Vol. 2 The Letters and
Revelation, SPCK, 2002, p. 305.

In local groups take a few minutes to share some initial thoughts about Revelation. Is it a
book you hear a sermon on ever? Is it a book you find helpful, or just confusing and
strange?
It is true to say that Revelation contains a lot of imagery that seems strange or even
repellent. Just take a look at 4.1-7; 6.12-17; 9.1-11; 11.7-10; 12.1-6; 13.1-2; 16.1-4;
17.1-6. Alongside this there are passages like 21.1-4 which provide hope and
encouragement. Whatever your view, Revelation deserves some closer exploration
and understanding so that we can at least try to make sense of its message. But we
need some tools to help us do this (without which any interpretation is difficult,
dangerous even).
The first thing to say is that even today, we sometimes hear of ‘signs and portents’:
when there is an eclipse of the moon, for example, or even in 2012 when the planet
Venus transited across the Sun. It’s easy for us perhaps to understand how heavenly
goings-on like that can make some people think about the bigger picture?
Certainly Revelation has been illustrated and illuminated in art, and this has perhaps
added to its sense of remoteness and strangeness to us?
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There are some important questions that might help us:
•
•
•

What is the genre of the book (what sort of literature is it)?
How can this help our understanding of it?
Look at Ezekiel 1; does this seem similar or different?

Perhaps the most helpful thing is to consider firstly the third point, to help us gain a
wider perspective. So take a look at Ezekiel 1 briefly.
Secondly, what sort of a book is Revelation: a letter, a Gospel? It seems not to be so.
Revelation is in fact considered to be an ‘apocalyptic’ book. The term comes from
the Greek word in Rev. 1.1: ‘The revelation [apokalypsis] of Jesus Christ….’ And as a
term is it applied to passages like Ezekiel 1. This means that the origins of this sort of
writing lie in the OT prophets. Certainly by the time of the exile, Ezekiel largely
writes about things he has seen, and the second half of the book of Daniel contains
quite dramatic visions. Part of this style of writing was to depict God’s intervention
in judgement and salvation. We see this in Isaiah 11 where the coming of the
anointed one transforms the natural order (‘the wolf shall lie down with the lamb’ v.
6). So it would seem that from the 2nd century BC until the 2nd or 3rd century AD,
this type of writing became quite widespread. And it’s not surprising perhaps that we
sometimes hear the word ‘apocalyptic’ used in modern media to describe an
overwhelmingly life-changing and earth-shattering event; and indeed many
Hollywood films play with apocalyptic imagery with great freedom!
What’s in a genre?
The stars will fall from heaven,
The sun will cease its shining;
The moon will be turned to blood,
And fire and hail will fall from heaven.
The rest of the North Island will have sunny intervals with scattered showers...
Adapted from Marshall, Travis and Paul, p. 307.

This appears quite funny although the language is reasonably consistent! What is
happening is that the genre has shifted near the end. Revelation does this a bit also
which is why it can be quite disorientating. This from chapter 1:
1
3
4
5
7
8
9

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to show his servants what
must soon take place...
Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy...
John to the seven churches that are in Asia...
...To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood...
Look! He is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him...
I am the Alpha and the Omega, says the Lord God...
I, John, your brother...
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Issues of dating and authorship
•
•

Earlier date towards end of Nero’s reign 54-68?
Later date towards end of Domitian’s reign 81-96?

The evidence for either date is a bit complicated, but broadly speaking one of the
most helpful conclusions is that Revelation reflects some form of persecution. If
you look through the book making a note of any texts that might suggest
persecution then that could help your understanding of it.
Context matters!

Above you can see the location of the various churches that are being written to,
along with the tiny island of Patmos where the author is said to have been located.
Whether or not the author was John the Apostle (as tradition would have it), we
simply cannot know.
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Another help from context impacts our understanding of 3.15-16. Take a look at
these verses now:
‘I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that you were either cold
or hot. So, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I am about to spit
you out of my mouth.’
Context tells us that Laodicea (to whom this it written) is situated in the Lycus
Valley which dries up in the summer, but the area has a number of springs. The
best known of these are the hot springs at Pammukale (known in the ancient
world as Hierapolis) with its calcified terraces. Not far away, Colossae was well
known for its cold water springs. But Laodicea was neither hot nor cold, and
archaeological evidence has shown that lukewarm water left its pipes heavily
encrusted with deposits. This meant that the water had no medicinal value and
probably had to be placed in jars for it to settle to make it drinkable.

So the message about being neither hot nor cold is not so much about a lack of
faith as it is about the Laodiceans’ lack of faithfulness.
Some of the important theological themes:
God: seen in the titles used for God emphasizing God’s authority and command
over everything;
Jesus: seen as God and as a witness, and as one who conquers by suffering (as the
lamb);
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The Spirit: occurs 14 times, 7 of these in messages to the churches. The Spirit
makes the voice of Jesus known to his people, and equips them to be faithful
witnesses after the pattern of Jesus (11.11; 19.10);
The followers of the lamb: these are soldiers fighting a holy war, participants in
an end-times Exodus, and are to be witnesses like Jesus to the truth about God.
Another important aspect of the context is the impact of the Roman Empire and
in particular the Imperial Cult (the worship of the Emperor).
Also the way in which the OT is used. In fact one of the reasons why Revelation
often seems so strange is that our levels of knowledge of the detail of the OT are
not sufficient as to allow us to fully grasp how much of the OT is influencing
Revelation.
Structure and Composition
1.1-8
1.9-3.22
4.1-5.14
12.1-14.20 & 15.2-4
17.1-19.10
19.11-20.15
21.1-22.5
22.6-21

Prologue
Vision of Christ and the 7 churches
Worship in heaven
God’s people in conflict with the forces of evil
Final judgement: the vision of the harlot Babylon
The rider on the white horse and the 1000 years
Final victory: the new Jerusalem
Epilogue

Numbers!
666? Most people are familiar with this number as representing ‘the Beast’ or ‘the
devil’ (in fact the number is 616 in the oldest manuscript). There are many
‘solutions’ out there as to what the number actually means. Some argue that it is
mistaken to look for a ‘solution’ at all. The point is to be found in the number
itself, a 3-fold repetition of falling short of perfection (7).
Point to ponder:






Have we lost a sense of future? Can it seem at times that the challenges of
the present are so overwhelming that we cannot look ahead? Have we also
lost confidence in our past and so find it hard to vision for the future?
Does the church suffer from this societal malaise? Revelation is both
forward looking and past-affirming. It looks to re-imagine a world for the
future-present;
Revelation sees God’s involvement with his people as expressed in his
involvement in history, concerned with issues of power, freedom and
faithfulness in suffering;
Revelation has a positive view of the created world, which has implications
for how we treat the fruit of God’s creation, how we treat ourselves as
part of God’s creation, and how we view human creativity in general;
Apocalyptic language is the language of crisis (therefore we must be careful
with it), but it is also the language of creativity and imagination. How can
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we contribute to a re-imagined future for the church in a creative and nonalarmist way?
Taken from Marshall, Travis and Paul, p. 326.

Take some time in local groups to reflect on all this. How helpful a book is Revelation now
that you perhaps understand something of its genre, context and message? You may wish
to make some notes below:

GETTING READY FOR SESSION 8
As well as doing some work on your ‘points to ponder’, and updating your journal,
this coming week, in preparation for session 8, have a look back through all of the
material on the Bible. Next week we will be concluding Block 1 by thinking about
how we read and interpret the Bible. How aware are you of the feelings and
assumptions that you bring to the Bible when you read it? You may find this
meditation written by Stephen Cherry helpful this week:
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Mindful
I am mindful of my own chatter,
mental chatter,
clutter and detritus.
But good stuff too.
I sift it,
shaking the sieve gently.
There is so much to remove,
so much not worth dwelling on.
I see what remains in the sieve.
The very stuff I want to forget.
It draws me in.
Compels my attention, raises a question,
invites an emotional response.
I let it lie there:
a heap of broken toys,
a pile of garden refuse,
yesterday’s tealeaves,
tomorrow’s compost,
today’s distraction.
Today’s treasure:
that is something else.
It has been sifted out
and lies, hidden below.
Who would have thought it so
friable,
so lacking in volume,
so indifferent in colour and texture.
It is dust.
Let me be mindful of mental dust.
Stephen Cherry, Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, pp. 61-62.
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SESSION 8
Ways to read and interpret the Bible
SESSION SIGNPOSTS
In this session we will:
 Pick-up and debrief from last week (10 mins). Has anything arisen from the
points to ponder?
 Look at how we might read and interpret the Bible (40 mins)
 Look back at Block 1 and reflect on the journey so far (10 mins)
 Pray together (before and after)
PICK-UP AND DEBRIEF (10 mins)
Last week we spent time looking at the book of Revelation. Has anything stood out
for you about that in the last week? Have you noticed the use of any apocalyptic
imagery in the media for example?
In local groups take 10 minutes to engage in conversation. You may wish to make some
notes below. Remember to keep reflecting as we progress through the course.

WAYS TO READ AND INTERPRET THE BIBLE (40 mins)
Material in this section is taken from Bishop Helen-Ann’s book Making Sense of the
Bible, SPCK, 2011.
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Introductions
‘Questions are the new Answers’ (advertisement, New York City, April 2010).
 Herma-what?! ‘Hermeneutics’ derives from the name of the Greek god
Hermes, the messenger of the gods, and inventor of language and speech.
Why interpret?
To encounter the Bible is to stand on holy ground, and any debate about it has
something to do with God whether we acknowledge that or not.
‘Our acts of interpretation are not ontologically different from our other acts’
AKM Adam, Faithful interpretation: Reading the Bible in a Postmodern World, 2006.


‘[C]ollections of art lead something of a double life. Physically, they are
mainly orderly and stable things – carefully catalogued and preserved for as
long as possible in carefully-controlled environments. But their meanings
are nowhere near as stable. They change minute by minute, in response to
the thoughts and enthusiasms of present-day viewers and the works of
other artists.’



‘Never trust a placemat’ (or indeed, a mouse mat!) writes the art critic
Justin Paton. Regarding the incident where Jesus writes on the ground,
Archbishop Rowan Williams suggests that Jesus: ‘hesitates. He does not draw
a line, fix an interpretation, tell the woman who she is and what her fate should
be. He allows a moment, a longish moment, in which people are given time to
see themselves differently precisely because he refuses to make the sense they
want’.
Writing in the Dust: After September 11, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002, p. 78.










Differential hermeneutics;
Integral hermeneutics;
Narrative hermeneutics;
Stories re-presented: John 1; Acts 17;
Narrative ‘arc’ (Genesis 9:13);
Contexts then and now;
Encounters: where do we ‘encounter’ the texts?
Conversations: 1 Kings 19; Job; John 4; conversation = connection;
Rabbinic dialogue...

‘Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose and
the passion and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height.
Live in fragments no longer.’
E.M. Forster Howards End

‘one may as well begin with Jerome’s e-mails to his father...’
Zadie Smith On Beauty


‘you find the map you need only after the trip has ended’.
Justin Paton How to Look at a Painting, New Zealand: Awa Press, 2005, p. 71.
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In local groups spend a few minutes discussing 1 or more of these questions:



What do you find ‘difficult’ about the Bible?
What excites you about the Bible?

Stories
‘It’s all about the story’ (advert on the side of a bus for a television company)
 Proclaiming the Word!
Stories, or more particularly, the proclamation of stories is a vital part of many
cultures in our world.
 ‘a good yarn’; ‘where were you when...’; stories having redemptive quality
 Which route do you take?
Interpretation is not about favouring one view over another, but rather gives
permission for a great variety of readings of even just one story (periscope) to be
in conversation with each other. In this way, reading the Bible creates a proper
sense of unity that does not come from everyone thinking the same thing, ‘but
from the obligation to bear with one another, to testify to the truth as we have received
it, and to continue to show forbearance and patience in the shared hope that when all
things are revealed, the Revealer will also display the manner in which our diverse
interpretations form a comprehensive concord in ways that now elude our
comprehension.’
AKM Adam Faithful Interpretation: Reading the Bible in a Postmodern World, Fortress Press, 2006, p.
103.








What are we reading?
A literal approach?
The final part...is up to us? But...
Stories performed;
Stories unfolded...
How does the Bible tell its stories? ‘…the setting out of an historical story
becomes indispensable to the human quest for truth…the gospel isolates events
rather like looking through the wrong end of a telescope to give distance and
perspective to otherwise confused details.’
++Rowan Williams, Anglican Identities, 2003, p. 123.





Variety of story-types;
Meaning interrupted?
The Gospel authors are deeply engaged theologians and not just
mouthpieces for the stories;
 Stories mark time – then and now;
 Stories constitute and create identity;
‘When people can no longer listen to other’s stories, they become enclosed within
their own social context, treating their distorted visions of reality as the whole truth.
And then they feel that they must destroy other stories, which bear witness that life
can be lived in another way.’
James Cone



Henry Miller: ‘chaos is the score upon which reality is written’...
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the texts ‘are not only what they are...(they) give more than they have’
(Jacques Maritain)

In local groups, spend some time on this question:


Is there one Bible story that has been most significant in your life?

Contexts
‘The past is a foreign country, they do things differently there’.
This is the opening sentence of L. P. Hartley’s novel The Go-Between (NY:
New York review Books Classics, 1953/1966). It is also used for the title of
David Lowenthal’s book The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: CUP, 1985)
which looks at the way people use historical material to support present
interests (mostly Anglo-American), which the author is critical of.
Two questions to ponder as we continue:
1. Reflect on the many contexts in which you read and encounter the Bible;
2. Does it matter that the Bible was written in and for a very different
context than our own? How might this affect the way we apply the Bible to
contemporary situations?


Awareness of place and context: why is this important?
‘The problem with a fundamentalism that is interested only in what the Bible
says – and not in what it means in terms of the social context in which it
emerged – is that is implicitly denies the Incarnation’.
(Bruce J. Malina The New Testament World: insights from cultural anthropology, revised
edition, WJK, 1993, p. 184).










The relationship between context and text? What does this mean for us?
The need for us to be considerate readers. Biblical studies is good at telling
us different models for reading texts (different types of critical approaches),
but it has been less sympathetic to the process of reading our own
contexts alongside this; the ‘history’ vs. ‘faith’ issue which so often hampers
our understanding of the Bible.
More of an awareness of the global nature of the Bible...
How to? Time-travel?!
‘“If you could travel back to a point in time, say 2000 years before now in far
western New South Wales, Australia – where I have undertaken fieldwork –
what would you see? The answer is probably nothing. The Aboriginal people who
lived in western New South Wales were mobile so they visited places only
intermittently. Between visits places were abandoned. One would have to time to
arrival in a time machine rather precisely to meet anybody at all.”
(Simon Holdaway, Professor of Archaeology at the University of Auckland).

Each one of us is rooted in the local, and in the particular...contexts (and
us) can change rapidly...
The Apostle Paul’s own context directly informed his letters, and his
words often challenged his context:
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‘The gospel concerning his Son who was descended from David according to
the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with power according to the
spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord” (
Romans 1:3-4).
Jesus the Jew ... appreciation of the variety of Judaism helps us
understand (for example) parts of Matthew’s Gospel which seem to be
pro- or anti-Judaism (10:6 ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ and
27:25 ‘his blood be upon us and our children’).
What is context anyway?
The ‘global’ and ‘local’ nature of mission.
‘because your faith is proclaimed throughout the world’ (Romans 1:8)

In local groups, take a few minutes to reflect on the issue of context:


To what extent can we interpret the Bible given that we weren’t there when
events happened?

Encounters












We bring ourselves to the texts and in so doing we must be able to allow
our own stories to gain meaning through the inner life of the texts
themselves.
The history of Biblical Interpretation contains a great variety of approaches
to the texts. What are some examples?
How does the previous theme ‘contexts’ impact on places of encounter?
There may be a danger that texts become overly ‘domesticated’, and their
meaning ultimately held in place in a way that can become too rigid.
However, if texts are held in community (whatever that ‘community’ might
be), the individualism is held in balance with the collective identity of the
‘body of Christ’.
‘have you sat?’ The inner life of the performance unfolds over time...?
There is more to be gained in meaning than that which results from just
describing what lies in front of us.
George Dillon’s Matthew’s Gospel.
The whys and wherefores of Biblical Criticism, four approaches (Historical,
Form, Source, Redaction) as the foundations upon which various critical
theories were developed.
How did we get here?
‘...our salvation is nearer than we when first began to believe...’ (Romans 13:11)
‘What is real about us all is that each of us is waiting’ (the 3rd shepherd in
W. H. Auden’s Christmas Oratorio).
Science Oxford: explore, curious, involve, passion, enjoy, interact,
exchange, discover, question, debate, society, understand together...

In local groups, take some time to consider the following


Think of places in which you have ‘encountered’ the Bible; what effects have
those encounters had on the way in which you interpret the stories?
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Conversations
1.
2.

What question would you like to ask about the Bible?
What are the questions you think others might have about the Bible?

‘...live in fragments no longer’ (E. M. Forster, Howards End)
How to have a conversation?...











‘If you feel you have been excluded from the Bible, please write your way
back into it’ (Glasgow Museum of Modern Art, July 2009);
‘[I]f we are to open up the Bible for discussion, surely we have to invite
people to speak out...art allows us to discuss difficult things’ (the artist of
the Glasgow exhibition).
‘hermeneutics’ isn’t enough...conversations often have a life of their own
and they continue, ‘off the page’, sometimes unscripted and constantly
taking on new potential for meaning.
‘[I]f we do not keep the conversation going with the script, we shall all be
scripted in ways that are neither human nor faithful’ (Walter Brueggemann)
Midrash: from darash (‘to seek’) – attention to detail, for example in
Genesis Rabbah, rabbis discuss the beginning of Genesis, ‘why was the world
created with a b?...Because it connotes a blessing’; or concerning Genesis
28:10-19 and the story of Jacob’s ladder. Commentators often focus on the
meaning of the name Bethel, but the rabbis are more interested in details
like why do the angels ascend and descend (and not the other way round)?!
The rabbinic tradition of black fire on white fire.
Note that rabbinic modes of exegesis are not ‘free’ and without limit. The
rabbis surely do stretch the limits of their imaginations, but there are very
strict rules about how exegesis proceeds.
God of the gaps! Jesus fills the gaps with parables, telling stories that can
lead to deeper meanings. There is more to the text than meets the eye.
Barbara Lundblad in her book Marking Time: Preaching Stories in the Present
Tense (Abingdon Press, 2007) reflects on the story of Jesus’ teaching in
Matthew 19:24: ‘It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than
for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God’. Lundblad reflects that there are:
‘two parts to the interpretative conversation: the texts marks our time, and our
time marks the text. Only when both are remembered and honoured can God’s
untameable texts find meaning in the midst of our changing lives’ (p. 73). She
continues that ‘our task is not to update the Bible, but to open up a
hermeneutical space in which life itself serves to explain the text, a space in
which time and text are in lively conversation with each other’ (p. 74).
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The Coming of St Columba (William McTaggart 1835-1910)
The Image, the Depths and the Surface Sue Gillingham (2002).
So finally we end with an image from session 2, this time applying it to what it means
to read and interpret the Bible. In her book The Image, the Depths and the Surface,
Sue Gillingham talks about the process of reading and interpreting the Bible much
like ‘reading’ a painting. We see the image, the texture, the sense of perspective and
depth, and all of this makes up the visual part of the experience. But what is the
story behind the painting? What narrative is it seeking to convey? Reading and
interpreting the Bible is much like looking at a painting: it was generated in a time yet
it is read and viewed over time, with multiple layers to appreciate.
In your local groups, take some time to reflect on this four-fold way of reading the Bible:
story-context-encounter-conversation.
What have you learned over the course of Block 1?
What has surprised you?
What has concerned you?
What will you take from this block into the next few weeks?
GETTING READY FOR BLOCK 2
In Block 2 we will be looking at aspects of mission and evangelism today; at our
Tikanga rua relationships; at theology and doctrine (what do we believe, and why?);
and at making the link between discipleship and vision. In preparation for that, think
carefully about your own context: what are the challenges? What are the realities?
What needs are being met locally, and where do you see God at work in the
community? Making a note of all of this will provide a handy introduction to session
1 in particular. You may find this meditation written by Stephen Cherry helpful in the
weeks ahead:
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Listening Day
Lord, let this be a listening day.
Let me be attentive.
Start me with silence.
Let me put my ear to the breeze,
the sky, the hum of traffic, the distant work.
Let me connect with birdsong, irritating insect buzz,
with school playground in the distance,
river under bridge, rain on glass.
Let me read the off-stage sounds.
Let my mind follow my ear.
Help me use the ‘off-switch.’
Ration my exposure to noise.
When I am listening to others, let me
use my eyes, my heart.
Let me hear tone of voice, inflection,
hesitation.
Give me the calm that winkles the
stammering thought from the frightened tongue.
When music comes, let me
enter into its texture, its depth.
When there is singing, let me hear the soul.
If there is applause, open me to its energy, delight and warmth.
When reading, slow me down, on screen
or page, or book or report.
Let me imagine the writer, in haste or in deep thought;
Rushing it off or editing carefully and with sorrow.
Give me some sense of what lies
behind the passage I see.
Let my eyes read between the lines,
around the words, above
and below the paragraphs.
Return me to silence again,
Let me hear my footsteps, my
heartbeat, my breathing.
Let me hear your Spirit
as it broods over all.
Stephen Cherry, Barefoot Prayers, SPCK, 2013, pp. 49-50.
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NOTES
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